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The nature of camera or photography has not restricted or guided people where 
or when they should or could take photographs, what kind of experiences they should 
or could record by cameras. This means that camera, as a recording machine, 
certainly is a natural instrument, which enables us to possess or "freeze" every 
moment of the flow of our lives. However, from the past experiences, we should 
know that people always select similar settings with similar composition when 
inviting camera's intervention. Some research has already indicated that there are 
patterned selections and eliminations of settings, events, times and subjects' 
appearance when people decide to use camera in recording their life histories and 
stories. 
Then we, the human actors, are the ones who are responsible for the ways the 
photographs taken. It means human selection and manipulation is always involved 
in the process of photo-taking in constructing the photographs. Therefore, in 
understanding photographs, other than just considering them as "mindless copies" or 
“simple documents" of what is "out there," we should regard them as visual 
statements. We need to ask how such statements were made, in what context, for 
what purpose, and under what rules, conventions, and restrictions. Taking this 
perspective, in this study, I will examine the social, cultural, and communicative 
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One night my mother took out the photo-albums of her wedding ceremony 
which was held 25 years ago. She looked at each photograph carefully and slowly 
and immersed herself entirely in her memory. Looking at her going through the 
albums, I was reminded of Sontag's comments. Photographs, Sontag (1977) says, 
actively promote nostalgia. Each one is a privileged moment, turned into a slim 
object that one can keep, feel, and look at again and again whenever he or she 
wants to contact the past (Sontag 1977，p.l5). 
While admiring such magical power of photographs, I was amazed by the 
ways in which the subjects appeared in the pictures taken at the wedding bouquet. 
Except their out-of-fashion hair and dressing styles, when compared with today's 
bouquet photographs, the arrangement of their standing or sitting positions, their 
posture, and the background remain nearly identical. 
I wonder why people think that they should take the bouquet photographs in 
certain ways or why the composition of the bouquet photographs varied so little 
over time. For example, why should the background of nearly very picture be a 
piece of red color with six big golden Chinese characters (6.8.“阮鄧聯婚宴客”） 
showing the sumame of the groom and the bride and a bigger Chinese word “囍” 
(double happiness) in the middle? Why must the parents of the bride or the groom 
sit in the middle of the first row when pictures are taken? 
Besides having a lot of"why" questions, I also wondered about a set of "how" 
questions. How did people pick a setting as the background for their photographs? 
How did they design the scene for a photo, including arranging the positions and 
posture of the subjects? What were their considerations while making such 
arrangements? Who was/were the decision maker(s)? Was there any person 
who had rejected or suggested about the selected setting and designed scene? If 
"yes," how did people with different opinions about the setting and scene reach a 
compromise? 
It seems that I am asking, “How to take photographs?" But I am not referring 
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to any technical information needed to produce photographic images that are being 
taken really good care by scientists and camera manufacturers continuously since 
the inception of photographic technology. Rather, I am addressing the social, 
cultural, and communicative processes involved in photo-taking. 
An Underlying Premise 
In approaching the above questions, my underlying premise is that 
photographs constitute one of many constructed worlds.^ This means two things. 
First, the photographs we take do not merely mirror the reality of our everyday 
lives,2 but constitute their own ‘Svorld，，which has its own structure. Second, 
human construction and manipulation are always involved in the process of photo-
taking in order to produce this "photographic world.，，Discussing the nature of 
photography seems to be a good starting point to substantiate this premise. 
1. Cameras Don't Take Pictures 
Technically, a photograph is merely a registration of light waves reflected by 
objects. Despite some technical limitations and constraints of using the cameras 
(the focus is not sharp enough, the shutter speed is too slow to catch a fast-moving 
object, or the flash cannot provide enough light), present camera technology allows 
pictures to be taken of nearly anything. By pointing it at anything or everything, 
the camera will represent what it is focused upon (Chaney, 1993，p.85). 
Thus, everyone is able to take pictures, almost whenever, wherever, and 
whatever they like. As Brooks (1989，p.96) comments: 
1 Whereas the phenomenologist believes in multiple realities, Goodman's constructivist philosophy 
believes in the multiplicity of worlds (Ways of Worldmaking by Nelson Goodman, Mianapolis: IN, 
Hackett Publishing Co., 1978, p.l). "World" here means a set of inter-related representations that 
can be perceived and interpreted independently. Further articulation and explanation about this 
concept will be provided in the following arguments. 
2 According to Berger and Luchmann, the world consists of multiple realities. Our consciousness 
is capable of moving through different spheres of reality, and we may experience a kind of shock 
caused by the shift in attentiveness that the transition entails, e.g. waking up from a dream. Among 
the multiple realities, the reality of everyday life is the one par excellence and constitutes our natural 
attitude. We experience it with the highest consciousness. 
2 
Still photography is a chemical, mechanical process...A still photograph is 
the illusion of a literal description o f h o w a camera saw a piece of t ime and 
space. Understanding this, one can postulate the following theorem: 
Anything and all things are photographable...Therefore, a photograph can 
look any way as you want. 
In other words, the nature of camera or photography has not restricted or 
guided people where or when they should or could take photographs, what kind of 
experiences they should or could record by cameras. This means that camera, as a 
recording machine, certainly is a neutral instrument, which enables us to possess or 
"freeze" every moment of the flow of our lives. Further, the pictures we take 
usually are not accidents. As Chalfen (1986) has described, pictures were not 
taken with time delay mechanisms that produce pictures at regular intervals 
regardless of what occurs in front of the camera or by a remote controlled robot to 
catch people unaware of an operating camera (Chalfen, 1987，p.125-126). This 
means that our photographs are the results and ways of some people purposefully 
and intentionally deciding to look at something while using a camera in order to 
satisfy certain expectations of people who will keep and view the pictures at a later 
time. Li brief, cameras do not take pictures,^ but humans do. 
2. We Take Pictures 
When we probe deeper, we find that the question is far more complicated than 
it is on the surface. There is an important difference between what we can do and 
what we do do. Although hypothetically everyone has the freedom to choose what 
they want to shoot by using a camera, all their choices are culturally preferred, or 
even determined. 
Actually, in addition to bouquet photographs, people also take graduation 
pictures, birthday pictures, picnic pictures, and so on. The list can go on, almost 
encompasses every aspect of our life in a modem society. People select similar 
settings with similar composition as Chalfen (1987) has described after examining 
over 200 collections of personal photo-albums. He found that there are patterned 
selections and eliminations of settings, events, times and subjects' appearance 
3 For an explicit statement of this perspective, see Paul Byers, "Cameras Don,t Take Pictures," 
Columbia University Forum 9(1): 27-31, 1966. 
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when people decide to use camera in recording their life histories and stories. For 
example, clean children will consistently be favored over dirty ones or when taking 
photographs at home, dinning room is always preferred to bathroom as the 
background (Chalfen, 1987，p.79-99). 
Further, in some occasions such as wedding or graduation ceremony or a trip 
in a foreign country, many of us will consider photo-taking as a necessary item. 
On these occasions, people think that they should get at least one camera and 
sometimes, they will have three or four. 
There are even books aimed at teaching or helping people to take “good” 
pictures in different typical photo-taking occasions such as wedding or traveling. 
They provide a quick guide and good tips about photo-taking in those settings.^ 
On the other hand, interestingly, in some occasions such as funerals or hospital 
stays, normally, many think that it is inappropriate for them to take photographs. 
Then, in our photo-albums, we seldom have photographs ofthese settings. 
It seems that for the most part, we all have a clear and similar conception in 
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our mind about the appropriateness of different settings and scenes for taking 
photographs - when, where, and how we should take photographs. 
Why do people take photographs at some settings hut avoid at others? In 
other words, why do people think that some settings and scenes are appropriatefor 
them to take photographs while some are inappropriate? 
Clearly, the answer to the above questions requires understanding of the ways 
in which people define specific situations in relation to photo-taking, the ways in 
which people employ their aesthetic criteria, as well as the ways in which people 
conceive the meanings and functions of photo-taking and photographs. This 
means that the photographic images are being produced by humans who have made 
decisions about camera use and also, about composing particular arrangements. 
However, it does not mean the photographs present a false or true statement 
about the world. Camera tells neither truth or falsehood but, again, tells what “is 
there" and it "like it is：' The machine is still to be trusted to produce an image 
that corresponds to that portion of the world to which it is pointed (see Worth, 1981， 
4 Examples include: How to Photograph People O^Y: HP Books, 1981); Designing a Photograph: 
Visual Techniquesfor Making Your Photographs Work by Smith B. G^Y: Amphoto, 1985). 
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p.175-179). When you see a photograph of yourself with other family members 
standing in front of your house, you know that the house is a "true-to-life" visual 
statement as you are living inside, and you can identify all the people as their faces 
are so familiar for you. 
Rather, as I mentioned before, human selection and manipulation is always 
involved in the process of photo-taking. Clearly, exact "copies of reality" do not 
exist and photographs are constructed. Therefore, in understanding photographs, 
rather than just considering them as “mindless copies" or "simple documents” of 
what is "out there," we should regard them as visual statements.^ Thus, in order 
to understand how photographs function as statements rather than copies or 
reflections, we need to ask how such statements were made, in what context, for 
what purpose, and under what rules, conventions, and restrictions.^ Taking this 
perspective, in this study, I will examine the social, cultural, and communicative 
aspects of the process of constructing the photographic reality, that is，how the 
visual statements are made. 
( 
3. The Importance ofthis Constructed World: The Decisive-Half-Minute 
In order to strengthen the belief to dissect this construction process, before 
going further into the discussion ofit , I would like to discuss the importance ofthis 
constructed photographic world in our life first and consequently, the significance 
ofstudying how such photographic world is constructed. 
Photo-taking is a process of transforming our everyday life experiences into 
photographs, permanent records for storing our memory and history. Since we 
cannot grasp or recall our past, thus, taking photographs becomes a way to allow us 
to possess our memory and the past experiences in the form of symbolic 
representation. Actually, only a very limited amount of moments in our lives is 
being captured and preserved in the photographic reality and Chalfen (1987, p.97) 
has made an educated guess: 
5 In a similar perspective, you can refer to Ways ofSeeing by Berger J. G ^ : Viking Press, 1972)， 
p p . 9 - 1 0 . 
6 Sol Worth, ‘‘Doing the Anthropology ofVisual Communication," Working Papers in Culture and 
Communication, 1976, p.l8. 
5 
I f w e estimate that an average snapshot collection (of an individual) consists 
of 3000 pictures...the average shutter speed of cameras used to make these 
images was 1/lOOth o f a second, we find that the total collection represents 
only thirty seconds of accumulated l ife_ 
Thus, this decisive half-minute can only afford us a very limited and “biased，， 
view of our lives and our history rather than a “complete，，one. However, most of 
us are still attracted wholeheartedly by this half-minute “world.” 
Since the inception in 1839，today, the technique has become so simple that 
almost anyone can easily operate a camera. As a result, the practice of 
photography and photographs has been affecting our everyday life greatly. They 
are extremely important to people in intensely personal ways. People are used to 
collect and preserve them in the photo-albums, enlarge and put them on the walls or 
on the table with stylish frames, and look at them frequently. Tagg (1988，p.34) 
has addressed the importance of photographs in our lives: 
They are images of ourselves, our family, our friends whose meaning and 
values lie in countless social exchanges and rituals which would now seem 
incomplete without pho^graphymWrench them (photographs) from their 
contexts and put them together and you have the ‘family album，in which we 
make one kind of sense of our lives. 
A study has shown that photographs ranked the third behind fumiture and 
visual art in the question "What are the things in your home which are special to 
you?" Further, when the researchers studied responses across young children, 
their parents, and their grandparents, a dramatic age difference was found: "For the 
youngest generation photographs are the sixteenth category in order of frequency; 
for the grandparents they are the first.’" This means that as people get older, 
personal images, that is, the snapshots, become more and more important. 
Consumer analyst Augustus Wolfman and others report that married couples with 
children are as twice more likely as couples without children to own and use a 
camera.8 Ai^ough there is no legal or "official" regulations to coerce people to 
^.. take photographs for their children, most of the people would feel that they should 
7 The Meaning of Things - Domestic Symbols and the Self by Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-
Halton, G^Y: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p.67. 
8 Ann Hughey, "Sales ofHome Movie Equipment Falling as Firms Abandon Market," Wall Street 
Journal’ March 17,1982. 
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do so. 
Cameras go with family life. Memorializing the achievements of individuals 
is the earliest popular use of photography, and taking wedding photographs has 
been as much a part of the ceremony as the prescribed verbal formulas? Sontag 
(1977) agrees that photographs are something very important to a family by helping 
to construct a chronicle kit of images that bears witness to its connectedness and it 
hardly matters what activities are photographed so long as photographs get taken 
and are cherished (Sontag, 1977，p.8). 
By collecting photographs, we seem to possess our past and the segments of 
our lives, which we would like to recall again and again. Sontag thinks that 
photographs can give people imaginary possession of the past and the space, and 
she points out the advantages of collecting photographs (1977，p.3): 
To collect photographs is to collect the world. Movies and television 
programs light up walls, flicker, and go out; but with still photographs the 
image is also an object, light weight, cheap to produce, easy to carry about, 
accumulate, store. 
More impressive is the realization that people are not forced to take and show 
all these pictures. There is no biological or physical pressure that requires these 
kinds of photographic activities or accumulation of pictures. Li contrast to 
physical survival, it appears that we are exploring a massive, but optional form of 
symbolic support for our existence and our lives. We know that people make 
these pictures as part of leisure and pleasure, and sometimes as a part of social and 
personal obligations. From the above discussion, it seems that we should all 
agree that the "world" constituted by photographs plays an important role in our 
lives. It becomes, therefore, imperative for us to understand how this world is 
constructed as an integral part of our efforts to understand how people constitute 
and construct a society and a culture. 
Photo-Taking as a Social and Communicative Process 
Since the "photographic world" means so much to us, in order to understand it, 
we need to explore how it is being constructed according to human intervention and 
9 Susan Sontag, On Photography, Q^Y: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1977), p.8. 
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manipulation during the process of photo-taking. Studying the construction 
process seems to be a much more active and direct approach in enhancing our 
knowledge about the "photographic world" than merely looking for symbolic 
meanings behind photographs or investigating what photographs represent. It is 
because photographs are not always the exact representations or results of what we 
intend to capture during the process of photo-taking. If I canjoin the photo-taking 
occasions, and study the construction process itself rather than the outputs, through 
the field observation and interviews, I can know what people's considerations are, 
and how they negotiate and cooperate to construct the photographs in the ways 
which they would like some moments of their lives to be recorded for memory and 
sharing later. 
As I mentioned before, this study is designed to understand "how people take 
photographs." Meed, I am exploring a transformation process. That is, I set to 
understand when and how people decide to use camera equipment while 
participating in their everyday life activities, and in doing so, making lasting and 
culturally significant but rather “incomplete” statements about their lives which 
constitute the "photographic world." 
Instead of investigating the end products - photographs, I am going to 
examine the social and cultural process of producing photographs - how people 
take photographs. It consists of two issues: selecting the settings and designing 
the scenes. Why do people think that some settings and scenes are appropriate for 
them to click the button of the cameras while some are inappropriate? How do 
they manipulate a scene for the camera? 
bituitively, if I ask why a person takes photographs in a particular occasion, 
with certain individuals, and/or in front of a particular building, etc., the chances 
are that this person might say that all these things are important to him or her, they 
constitute significant elements of hisAier life or experiences, and therefore, he/she 
wishes to “reproduce，’ or “store，，them in his/hQi memory. Or, the person might 
say that he/she finds the scenes, things or particular interactions with some specific 
individuals beautiful or touching, and so, he/she want to record them for future 
reflection or recollection. 
These are common-sensical explanations offered in lay person's vocabularies. 
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This study is designed to probe into these lay people's explanations and to 
construct a story of photo-taking in sociological terms. 
In this story, photo-taking is a complex social and communicative process. It 
is a process of individuals practicing symbolic expressions defined in a particular 
culture, and through this practice, reconstruct or reproduce the very social 
relationships recorded in photo-taking and involved in designing and implementing 
the act of such photo-taking on the one hand, and people's existing beliefs, and 
aesthetic values behind these relationships. 
ln a photographic occasion, when reproducing different social relationships in 
the photographic world, different actors possess different perceptions or ideas on 
such aspects, they need to communicate and interact with each other about their 
frames. Communication is a necessary tool in this negotiation and consensus-
building process. In this study, communication is defined broadly to include all 
types of interactions O^oth verbal and non-verbal) between the human actors 
themselves and the environment in the photographic setting or during the process of 
"frame" construction between human actors and via manipulation of signs and 
symbols in order to articulate, reinforce or reproduce their shared rules, meanings, 
norms and beliefs. 
When "photo-taking" is examined as a form of social interaction, I am taking a 
“ritual view，，(Carey, 1989) of communication. This means that the activity is a 
social ritual participated by the social actors and is made meaningful in a particular 
culture. There are participants and further each of them is playing a specific role 
at that particular social setting, a photographic setting, and the "frame" construction 
process. They are related to one another in some specific and patterned manner. 
Together, they construct an event that would tie them together in that they act out 
the same script, put up the same show and also, produce a product (photographs) 
based on shared conceptions and for shared purposes. 
Actually, this process, despite being highly significant, is rarely investigated 
systematically. It would seem that it is too commonsensical and even trivial, to 
the extent that it does not seem to possess any theoretical significant issues. 
Nothing can be more natural than showing friends photographs after one's trip to 
Europe or a man pulling a snapshot from his wallet and saying, “This is my wife." 
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All the photographs we collect in our photo-albums or carry in our wallets are the 
outputs of how we construct the appropriate “frame” to bracket the time-space 
continuum of our experiences and freeze such bracketed moments to be encoded in 
changed and thus different social settings. Therefore, without a systematic 
understanding ofthe construction process, we cannot understand what photographs 
really mean in our lives and how they play their roles in our lives. 
What is a Photographic Occasion/Setting? 
Actually, when we take photographs or construct the camera's "frame" at a 
particular setting, we have already "transformed" this setting from its "natural，， 
existence to its social meaningfulness, and made it a photographic setting or 
occasion. The reason is that when we decide where to take a picture and prefer 
one exposure to another, we have akeady imposed standards and assigned 
meanings on this particular setting for camera and further, on the act of photo-
taking. 
For example, when we think a place is beautiful and would like to take a 
picture there, our own aesthetic standards or values have akeady been involved 
since other people may not fmd the same location beautiful and suitable for photo-
taking. 
Clearly, there is no fixed definition of the occasions that are appropriate for 
photo-taking. We could take photographs everywhere and record every moment 
in our lives. Photo-taking involves a selection of all possible settings and 
moments and reshape them into our conceptual framework about our lives. The 
nature ofcamera does not restrict the time and space for people to take photographs, 
our beliefs and values do. 
Further, a specific setting may also vary in its appropriateness as a photo-
taking occasion. For example, while graduating students may fmd appropriate to 
take photographs with their graduation cap and gown in front of their classroom 
building, they might fmd the same building aesthetically, culturally, and 
sentimentally inappropriate as the central object in the background for their 
photographs with wedding gowns. 
Then, what is a photographic setting or occasion? Here, a photographic 
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occasion is defined as the setting where people slice and construct to be recorded in 
pictures. It is the combination of photographic subjects and a specific physical 
setting in which these subjects are situated physically and related to the 
psychological desires for a moment to be recorded visually by cameras. 
This means that no place or setting is nationally "prescribed" as a 
photographic setting or occasion. Then, the question is: How does a photographic 
setting or an occasion emerge as appropriate for taking photographs? Actually, 
every photographic setting is constructed by people, depending on how it is related 
to the activities of individuals in the setting, how the individuals are related to one 
another, how they communicate among themselves about their experiences of and 
feelings about the setting, the ways in which it is related to what they have been 
doing in the setting, and how they conceive their own lives. 
As I mentioned before, this study is about the social and communicative 
process of producing photographs - how people take photographs or how the 
photographic reality is constructed. This study thus involves two issues: the 
construction of the photographic settings and the construction of the camera's 
“frame.” In this study, I am going to dissect the construction process of both. 
The Area ofMy Investigation 
What distinguishes the present study form the mainstreaming research on 
photography is that I am not focusing on the products, i.e. photographs and photo-
albums treated as data for analysis, which has been an important area for 
researchers to explore for a long time. 
Many studies about photography consider photographs as empirical materials 
for analysis and aim at finding or constructing meanings "hidden," so to speak, in 
photographs. This means that by interpreting the "semiotics" of the pictures, 
researchers try to reveal and understand the denotative and connotative messages 
processed by them, i.e., what the pictures mean and represent. Further, through 
the analysis, they articulate the cultural and social meanings behind the 
photographs.^ ® 
>0 Advocating the meaning ofa photograph is culturally bounded, scholar Sekula A. addresses: “The 
meaning ofaphotograph, like that ofany other entity, is inevitably subject to cultural definition. 
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Varieties of photographic formats have been analyzed in this tradition, 
including news photographs (Blackwood, 1983; Moriarty & Popovich, 1991)， 
postcards - for example, studies have focused on the representation of ethnic 
subjects on postcards (Moors & Machlin，1987; Albers, 1990), and advertisements 
(Berger, 1984). 
Instead of looking for meanings in photographs, other scholars are interested 
in investigating the human perception process, that is, how people (receivers) 
perceive the images (Zakia R. 1979; Levey M. & Lloyd J. 1984). 
Some researchers also explore how the written text, printed captions, and 
arrangement order of photographs affect readers' perception and understanding of 
the photographs. It is because these techniques are important for mediamakers to 
manipulate how they want the public to “read，，a particular image.^ ^ 
In comparison, family snapshots or personal photographs seem to have receive 
less light and attention than the above mentioned photographic formats. Callahan 
(1985, p.lO) comments: 
As a form of serious photography, personal pictures are far less familiar to 
non-professionals than the more public forms - illustration, journalism, 
advertisements, portraits...Paradoxically, though, they are probably the most 
common kind of photographs in the world. Nearly every family has its 
snapshots that preserve parts of its members，lives. 
Actually, the year 1888 marked the availability o f a camera with the famous 
motto “You Press the Button - We Do the Rest.” With that, Eastman Kodak has 
produced a remarkable history of marketing success. Li the era of pocket cameras, 
everybody is being invited to take pictures whenever, wherever, and whatever they 
like. It has become a prevalent social activity for the masses in most countries. 
People take photographs when they are having birthday parties, gatherings with 
friends or family, walking in a park, and so on. Chalfen (1987) stresses that 
modem camera technology allows ordinary people to participate in pictorial 
communication in "personal and private ways" (Chalfen, 1987, p.7). 
The task here is to define and engage critically something we might call the ‘photographic 
discourse.”’ Thinking Photography, Victor Burgin, (London: Macmillian Education Ltd., 1987), 
p.85. 
“Photography andSociety by Freund G. (Boston: David R. Godine, 1980), pp.161-173. 
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Thus, since personal photographs play such an important and influential role 
in people's lives, this area starts to arouse researchers，interests to explore. 
Chalfen has investigated why and how people take, save, and display their personal 
photographic images. His findings come from a variety of sources, including 
uncounted number of photograph albums, collections of slides, and boxes of 
unorganized still photographs. 
He sets up to understand the meaning of such personal imagery for the 
ordinary people: how they have organized themselves in ways that make their 
pictures a meaningful part of social communication and how they leam to organize 
their thinking to make sense out of what they are doing when they view their 
private picture collections (Chalfen 1987). 
Other researchers have also investigated the meanings of family photographs, 
and how people save and display their personal photographic images. They used 
photographs or photo albums as data to analyze and understand how people use 
them to reconstruct their memory and history O^esy M. 1980; Hirsch J. 1981). 
Further, others examined the narrative ability and expressive power of 
ordinary people through the presentations of their personal photo albums to 
audience (Walker A. & Moulton R. 1989). 
By collecting hundreds of family photographs taken a long time ago, some 
researchers tried to articulate an understanding of the communities' past and 
present and these pictures served as a powerful source of social life renewal 
(GeffroyY. 1990). 
My area of investigation about photography coincides with that of the above 
researchers 一 personal pictures that capture the private experience or moments of 
individuals. Although some of the personal photographs are taken in “public 
domain" such as museums, historical sites, recreational parks, and so on, 
individuals still consider them as his or her private experiences and their own 
memory collection. 
Therefore, the types of photo-taking activities that fall into the domain of my 
examination are those that involve producing pictures for private uses and for 
personal reasons, not for either financial reward or career objectives. The 
snapshots that people take and keep are for their own memory storage and sharing 
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among relatives and friends, not for publication. In short, I am going to study the 
photographic practices of people when they take pictures as personal records for 
private memory keeping, for fun, and sometimes, for satisfying social and personal 
obligations in their everyday lives. 
Further, the present study will only concem with those photo-taking activities 
that people engage in with full awareness. According to a book, How to 
photograph people?,^^ there are three basic approaches to photographing people: 
fully-aware (the subjects knows he or she is being photographed and cooperates to 
achieve a planned result); semi-aware (the subject is absorbed in an activity and not 
sure the precise moment being photographed), and unaware (the subject does not 
know he or she is being or going to be photographed). 
Certainly, sometimes when the subjects are concentrating on playing games or 
doing something, without any notification, the person who holds the camera will 
try to catch a few "interesting" or "beautiful" moments in order to show the 
"naturakiess" of the subjects. However, normally speaking, large amount of 
photographs of our everyday lives stuck in our photo-albums fall into the category 
of full-awareness. 
Since I am going to investigate the human construction and manipulation in 
the process of photo-taking, it is necessary that all the actors involved are 
conscious about the presence of the camera and the act of photo-taking and then, 
make certain decisions on the use of camera and arrangements about the 
composition of photographs they can get later. 
The Organization ofthe Remaining Chapters 
There are eight chapters totally. Chapters 2-3 provide the theoretical 
discussion and articulation in dissecting the construction process of the 
photographic setting and the camera's "frame." Chapter 2 will introduce the 
concept of "frame" in three different senses: 1) frame of a photograph; 2) 
photographs as frames of one's life experience; and 3) the framework in which the 
social activities of constructing the camera's “frame” to structure one's life 
'-How to Photograph People? NY: HPBooks, 1981, p. 18. 
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experiences take place. Then, in Chapter 3, the role of communication in the 
construction process will be investigated. 
Chapter 4 is the methodology chapter, which describes clearly the procedures 
of conducting the present study, considerations in selecting the cases, description of 
the cases and also, the relationships between the collected data and the theoretical 
notions (that is, how I get my interpretations). 
Chapters 5-7 belong to the part of data analysis and presentation. Finally, in 
Chapter 8, it comes to my conclusion, which will collate various parts ofthis study 
and draw some implications from this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
"FRAME" AS THE KEY CONCEPT 
“Frame” (Goffman, 1974) is the central organizing concept for the present study. 
Ln the present study, the concept has different levels of meaning: 1) frame of a 
photograph; 2) photographs as frames of one's life experience; and 3) the framework in 
which the social activities of constructing the camera's "frame" to structure one's life 
experiences take place. I am going to discuss each one in detailed and also, their 
relationships. 
The Neat Rectangle: “Frame，，in a Camera 
"Frame" is not an alien word in the field of photography. People are used to 
referring the concrete neat rectangle, which has clear-cut borders and a “+，’ at the center 
to assist the centering of subjects, as a “frame” when they are looking through the 
viewfmder of the camera. 
There are books^^ aimed at training photographer's way of seeing in term of 
"frame" and introduce the rules of composition inside. Langford (1978) stresses that by 
our care in arranging the various elements of the composition within the frame through a 
camera viewfmder, we can differentiate between a random snap and a strong, unified 
picture and the first frame's consideration is whether horizontal or upright (1978，p.66-
67). 
“To frame" or "framing" refers to the act of putting the neat rectangle, the "frame," 
around the time and space that the photographer wants to segment. The choice involved 
in such fi:aming allows people to combine different elements in the same picture, 
produce different representations of meanings, and thus inscribe different meanings to 
our life world, hi the photographic world, anything can be separated, can be made 
discontinuous, from anything else. How to do so depends on how one frames the 
subjects differently (see Sontag 1977 p.22). 
“Examples include: Practical Composition in Photography by Bruck A. 0-ondon: Focal Press, 1982); 
Beiter Photography by Langford M. (London: Focal Press, 1978). 
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Further, for both photographers and ordinary people with experiences in photo-
taking, all can accept this camera's "frame" without any difficulty or suspicion. As 
Chaney (1993, p.81) comments: 
We have become accustomed to seeing as though what we are seeing is framed in 
a pictorial space, and that pictures are the most natural way of presenting, 
representing, what we have seen - our experience - to ourselves and to others. 
By having a camera in hand, through the viewfinder, one can see the camera's 
“frame” and apply it to bracket the time-space continuum. Then, after the shutter is 
released, one can transform those selected time-space units in the camera's “frame” into 
concrete objects, photographs with clear physical boundaries. 
Although the word "frame" used in the language of photography seems to mean 
something very simple and obvious, if we dig deeper, we will fmd a much more 
complicated story behind it. ln order to understand the "frame" construction process 
when taking photographs, it is better for us to know about the characteristics possessed 
by the “frame” of a photograph. 
(1) Rectangular "hard-cut" boundaries 
As I mentioned before, in the photographic world, anything can be separated and 
can be made discontinuous, from anything else. It is because the rectangular "hard-cut" 
boundaries of a frame in photographs help us to segment or “bracket” any particular 
time and space from our time-space continuum. The "hard-cut" boundaries, while 
including certain elements, necessarily exclude others. Framing in this sense is an act of 
and the camera's frame is an instrument for inclusion and exclusion. The boundaries are 
“hard,，because the kinds of objects included or the amount ofinformation included in 
the camera's "frame" and photographs are fixed. One cannot view anything more than 
those in the pictures by moving one's vantage point. 
With these clear-cut boundaries, thus, we all know that if we want to record 
anything forever by the camera, we need to put them inside the “frame.” For things that 
we do not wish to include, we will try our best to exclude them from the "frame." Li the 
process of "frame" construction, deciding what are going to appear inside the 
boundaries is our first consideration. 
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However, when taking pictures, it is not always an easy task to have our targets 
being included in the boundaries with all the unfavorable parts being excluded. It is 
because usually what is or are just "out-there" does not resemble the same ways as what 
we expect to record. Thus, in order to get the pictures in the ways that we expect, we 
need to make arrangements and decisions about the things being included or excluded 
during the construction process. 
For example, it is very common for us to hear a photographer asking hisAier 
subjects to stand closer together, especially when there are lots of people having a 
picture taken together. The reason for doing this seems very obvious: the photographer 
wants to include everybody inside the “frame’，- the rectangular boundaries. Or when 
you take a picture alone, the photographer keeps on directing you to move towards your 
left-hand side since he wants to include for example, a red flower in the "frame." 
Actually, thejob ofavoiding something to appear in the "frame" is as important as 
trying to include them. For example, when we find someone standing near the entry of 
the Ocean Park where we would like to take a picture of, usually, we will ask this 
"extraneous person" to move to another place since we do not want to have his or her 
appearance in our pictures, t i addition to keeping unfavorable persons out of our 
rectangular "hard-cut" boundaries, there are also certain kinds of things which we 
usually want to exclude such as our bags or coats. Before taking pictures, we will ask 
people standing around to help us to hold these things for a while. The absence ofthese 
things from the pictures does not mean that they do not exist but only we have tried to 
manipulate and make re-arrangement so as to keep those unwanted details out of the 
camera's ‘‘frame.” 
Further, in order to have the photographs taken successfully, the space between the 
photographer and the subjects being photographed should be kept as a “restricted，，area. 
It is because ifsomebody intrudes into this area during the process ofphoto-taking, he or 
she will block what the photographer intends to "freeze" in the “frame.” Usually, when 
people find that you are taking photographs, they will make a detour to avoid intrusion 
or wait until the photographer has clicked the button. Sometimes, they are being asked 
to stop walking into the "restricted" area by the actors involved in the setting who use 
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their bodies to block the ways. 
From the above examples, we know that it is not something "natural" to have the 
subjects to appear in the camera's “frame，，or to prevent their presence in such frame. 
Rather, they are the outcomes of our manipulations and re-arrangements. Further 
articulation ofthis process will be provided later. 
(2) Without voice-over 
When we use a camera to segment a particular time and space, we all know that we 
can only capture an image. We cannot capture any sound. This means that we can only 
"freeze" a “silent” moment in the camera's "frame." The camera's frame is thus a visual 
"editing" and recording tool. Writing captions underlying our pictures in the photo-
albums and narrating while other people are looking at our photographs are among the 
common practices for us to provide more information about what is happening in the 
photographs. 
However, it does not mean that we cannot understand anything about the images 
when we look at them merely. For example, when we look at some wedding 
photographs, we know that they are taken during a wedding bouquet immediately 
without reading any caption or being introduced by other people. It is because there are 
certain “explicit” visual cues in the photographs such as the six big Chinese golden 
characters telling us that it is a wedding bouquet. Or in the photographs taken at a 
birthday party, it is very common for us to see the presence of a birthday cake, which 
also serves as an “explicit，’ sign to signify that it is a birthday party. 
Actually, by combining different elements in the same frame, different meanings 
can be evoked. Since the pictures cannot talk, in constructing the camera's “frame，’ in 
different photographic occasions, we are selecting or using different "explicit" signs go 
provide meanings to the frame consciously. Many of such signs are culturally 
interpretable and familiar, and their meanings are well understood. Visual cues 
bracketed in the camera frame are signifiers in a culture. Therefore, even without any 
voice-over or written captions, we usually can get an idea ofwhat is happening in the 
photographs at first glance. 
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(3) Two-dimensional plane 
In addition, we also need to consider the problem of dimensionality in constructing 
the camera's "frame." Any picture is a two-dimensional plane. Then, during the 
process of photo-taking or “frame” construction, we need to reconstruct our three-
dimensional space into a two-dimensional plane. How can one represent a complete 
space in this two-dimensional plane? 
It seems that the photographers carry out a spatial analysis of their picture "frame," 
which includes designing the front and back region, and the location ofthe central object 
(the focal point). Usually, the devices that the photographers use to conduct such spatial 
analysis and to transform the three-dimensional space into two-dimensional images 
include the uses oflight and object size manipulation. By doing so, one can differentiate 
and show the distinction between the foreground and background in photographs. In 
essence, then, one is manipulating space in taking photographs. The camera's frame is 
an instrument for such spatial reconfiguration and representation. 
These characteristics have strong implications for the kinds of construction 
activities that take place when taking photographs. For example, by asking the subjects 
present in the camera's "frame" to get closer to the photographer, move forward or 
backward, we can succeed in designing the front and back region, locating the central 
object (the focal point), and further, the construction process ofthe camera's "frame" for 
pictures. 
Photographs as “Frames，，of One's Life Story 
Photographs are made, lived with, and passed on. As a cultural artifact, the 
photo-album is so ubiquitous and so much taken for granted as part oflife ofour society 
that it seems somewhat shocking to encounter a family which has kept no family album. 
Or it is a rare person indeed who has not appeared in dozens, even hundreds of 
photographs in his or her lifetime. Photo-albums are treated as fruitful and useful 
resources to enhance the understanding of one's life story (Chalfen 1987). It is also very 
common for one to use photographs as illustrations when he or she is talking about his or 
her past events. Sometimes, maybe one can only talk something about his or her life 
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story when he or she has photographs in hands. Then, one only needs to act as the 
narrator to describe what is going on inside the frames ofphotographs. 
No one would disagree that photographs document key moments in an individual's 
life and they are to-be-connected moments of the person's life story. Photographs, 
given that they are constructed, actually frame one's life experiences in the senses of 
organizing one's life experiences in particular ways, that is, by capturing particular 
moments, at particular settings and with particular visual cues. Then, as a result, one's 
life story is told by these disjuncted artifacts. Sontag (1977) shares the similar view 
when she talks about the relation between photo-taking and travelling. She thinks that 
dependence on camera, as the device that makes real what one is experiencing, is a way 
of certifying one's experience. Taking travelling as an example, by converting 
experience into an image, a souvenir, travelling then, becomes a strategy for 
accumulating photographs (Sontag 1977, p.l9). 
Further, it seems impossible for one to document every single moment in his or her 
everyday life and transform it into the “frame” of a photograph. Thus, it means that 
instead ofmerely documenting what is "out-there," or what one is experiencing, when 
deciding a camera is used, people have akeady assigned "frames" that is, inscribed 
meanings to one's life story in terms of how one sees himself or herself and how he or 
she is seem by others or wishes to be seen by others, hi fact，these "frames" of seeing 
oneself help to structure the relationships with others and the environment in the 
photographic world. 
“Frame” of a photograph slides a "moment" in one's life and one point in one's 
configuration with the environment for permanent possession. Such "frame" is 
determined by and articulates the social ideas of the social relationships in everyday life. 
Thus, every time when taking photographs, that is, constructing the “frame，’ of a 
photograph, indeed, one is constructing or reconstructing the social relationships at that 
particular time-space coordinate of life into a "proper" way for camera's intervention. 
There are two kinds ofrelationships people try to establish in the photographic world: 
relationships with the environment and relationships with others. 
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(1) Relationships with the environment 
It will not be so surprising that in people's photo-albums, there are some 
photographs in which the size of the subjects is very tiny and sometimes maybe even 
their faces cannot be seen clearly while some "important" background setting such as a 
famous architecture or the entrance ofDisneyland is clearly discemable. In such a case, 
for the inclusion ofthe whole landmark, the size of the subjects being photographed is 
sacrificed. Such photographs were usually taken for the reason of"I-have-been-there." 
By having both appearing in the frame, the relationship between the subjects being 
photographed and the environment was established in the frame of a photograph, and 
then became a way to evidence or to certify the experience of one being in that setting 
physically. 
Tourists' snapshots often possess such characteristics. Sontag (1977) further 
elaborates that most tourists feel compelled to put the camera between them and 
whatever is remarkable that they encounter. Then, this gives a shape to their experience 
ofatrip: stop, take a photograph, and move on (Sontag 1977，p.lO). 
][ndeed, for the subjects, besides taking tourists photographs, establishing a 
relationship with the environment in the photographic world seems to be an essential 
and indispensable task in documenting "moments” of one's life story. For example, 
university graduates would like to have pictures taken in their classrooms, on their 
campus, or with the school's logo behind in order to establish their relation with the 
environment: “ • is my school andIhave spentyears ofstudying here. Look, in this 
photo, I am standing in front ofthe school's libr^.:, There are lots of places where 
subjects would like to establish relations with in the frames of photographs, such as their 
homes, the countryside they have visited during the weekend, the place where ceremony 
is held, and so on. 
Then during the process of "frame" construction, people involved are conscious 
about establishing relationships between the subjects being photographed and the 
environment. Besides, they will also try to make such relations as explicit as possible in 
the photographic reality. Thus, by establishing the interactions between the subjects and 
the environment in the frames ofphotographs, one can then take these as frames ofhis or 
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her life story. 
(2) Relationships with others 
Besides establishing relationships with the environment, another main theme in the 
frame ofphotographs and also in one's life story is his or her relations with other social 
actors. Chalfen's findings in his study (1987，p.77) also echoes this notion: 
The most common snapshot found in all albums and photograph collections 
focuses on the theme of relationships. This photograph typically shows a parent 
(grandparent, great-grandparent, or other relatives) holding a baby while 
standing outside, near the front steps of the house or by a side wall of the 
house... The contents of this image reflect several kinds of significant 
relationships: intergenerational ties and kinship bonds; connections to the land 
and accumulated goods. . . 
When two persons take a picture together, we will assume that they must know 
each other. Maybe they are good friends, colleagues, or family. If the background 
setting is an office, we will guess that they are colleagues; if at home, they should be 
family... The point is that having a photograph taken together means these two persons 
must involve in certain kind oisocial relationship with some specific cultural meanings. 
Indeed, establishing relationships with other desirable social actors in the photographic 
world is not a difficult task. Theyjust need to stand or sit close to each other, face the 
camera, and smile. 
Nobody lives alone. People have their family, friends, relatives, neighbors, 
colleagues, schoolmates, and so on. hi one's lifetime, at different stages, he or she will 
develop different webs of social relationships with other actors around. All these 
relationships are significant in different ways and to varying degrees in one's life story. 
Then, capturing or presenting such social relationships in photographs is a way to 
"frame" them in a particular way. We would like to have pictures taken with our 
families and then, put it in our purses. We treasure the photographs taken with our good 
friends during the graduation ceremony. 
Then, in the process offrame construction, making arrangement to establish proper 
relationships among different social actors usually weighs heavily. The question is how 
to present different kinds of relationships in the photographic reality. Different 
configurations of the representation of such relationships can be achieved by actors' 
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posture such as their sitting or standing positions, their bodily contact (whether their 
hands were holding together or not), different background settings, and so on. 
Photograph then becomes a moment of social relationships interpreted and constructed 
through the camera's frame. Photographs are the intercepts of the camera's frame and 
the constructed frame ofone's life story in context. I shall discuss this part in detailed in 
chapter 6. 
Goffman's Idea of"Frame" 
After the introduction of the idea of the camera's frame and the photographs as 
frames of one's life story, it is the time to bring in Goffman's notion of frame, which 
sheds theoretical light on the first two senses of frame in that he gives a broad definition 
offrame and describes a general multi-faceted process offraming. 
According to Goffman, first, frame is a schema for people to organize or structure 
their experiences and thus make sense of such experiences. Thus, during the process of 
photo-taking or the camera's "frame" construction process, the participants have to 
employ his or her own “defined，，frame about photo-taking with him or her. Gof&nan 
explains that when individuals attend to any current situation, they face the question: 
“What is it that's going on here?"^^ Li order to understand what is happening in different 
situations in our social life, he suggests, we need to employ different frames, which help 
us to define the situations in which we find ourselves, and further, behave properly. He 
thinks that observations and experiences are understandable only in terms ofthe frame 
we put around them. This means that frames provide a way of organizing our 
experiences. Without them, the social world is only a chaotic abundance of"facts." 
Goffman defined "frame analysis，，as an examination of '^ie organization of 
experience" and "frames" as (1974, pp.10-11): 
(D)efinitions of a situation (that) are built up in accordance with principles of 
organization which govem events - at least social ones • and our subjective 
involvement in them: frame is the word I use to refer such ofthese basic elements 
as I am able to identify. 
“Goffman E., Frame Analysis, NY: Harper and Row, 1974’ p.8. 
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Given their understanding ofwhat it is that is going on, individuals fit their actions 
to this understanding and ordinarily fmd that the ongoing world supports this fitting. 
Those principles of organization sustained both in the mind of individuals and in 
activity, constitute the frame ofindividuals' activities (see Goffman 1974, p.247-9). For 
example, by having the theatrical frame, persons in an "audience" role know that they 
need to stay in an audience region, which is separated by a line between a staging area 
where the performance occurs. In addition, at certainjunctures the audience can openly 
give applause to the performers, receiving bows or the equivalent in retum.^^ 
Obviously, individuals playing the “audience，，role must experience and act 
differently from those playing the "performers" role. This means that different people 
having different roles will employ different frames to understand what is happening and 
so, act accordingly. Another example is that opposing football players at a football 
game do not experience the "same" game.^ ^ 
ln applying Goffman's notion of“frame” and his language in the present study, I 
am going to say that during the photo-taking process, that is, the process ofconstructing 
the “frame” ofaphotograph, actors involved such as the photographer and the subjects 
being photographed have the frame of photo-taking in their mind which helps them to 
define the situation and guide their behavior accordingly. It means that frame enables 
people to engage in meaningful interactions and such interactions act out the frames 
held by the participants and articulate such frames. Such frame also helps the 
participants to organize and transform the social relationships (relations with the 
environment and with other actors) in everyday life into the photographic reality. That 
is, "frames" put on one's life experiences for the employment of camera. Photo-taking 
is thus a process of"acting out，，such frames shared by the actors involved. It by itselfis 
"framed" in accordance with the principles ofbehaving and interpretation in a culture. 
Actually, during the "acting out" process, such frames also need to be “keyed” or 
»5 Goffinan E., Frame Analysh, NY: Harper and Row, 1974, Chapter 5, pp.l23-155. Besides the 
theatrical frame, Goffinan also uses the concept of"frame" to analyze and dissect many ordinary activities 
such as talking，listening to radio, and playing sports... 
16 Goffman E., Frame Analysh, NY: Harper and Row, 1974, p. 11. 
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“signified，，with expressive devices and therefore, we can analyze the expressive 
devices (signifiers) used including all the visual cues in the context of actors' 
interactions to uncover the frames that the actors hold. Photo-taking process as that of 
framing, refers to the process of articulating the meanings that the participants in 
photo-taking sessions assign or inscribe to a setting and to one's life. Ln this process, 
some patterned social relationships are involved, expressive means are the necessary 
tools, and some kind of negotiation, that is, communication and interactions between 
participants, must be involved. Linking the three senses of "frame" in this way, the 
argument of taking a "framing” process to frame one's life story with one's camera 
frame is established and articulated in guiding the study. 
The Consensus-building Process: What is a “Good，，Picture? 
hi a photographic setting, clearly, the photographer and the subjects being 
photographed have different roles and they experience the setting differently and act 
differently. From the past experience, everybody has developed his or her own frames 
for understanding the ongoing world. Thus, it is very natural that different actors 
employ different fi:ames in defining the present situation, the photographic setting, and 
also, in bracketing or sliding one's life experience for etemal records. This means that 
they may have different conceptions about how to present or establish various kinds of 
social relationships in the frame of a photograph. 
In most ofthe photographic settings, there should be more than one actor involved. 
Then, whose frame is going to be dominant in affecting the construction offrame o f a 
photo? Generally speaking, every time when we take pictures, we would like to 
construct ‘‘good，’ pictures and freeze the moment which is recognized as "good" to 
represent one's life experience 一 but what is a “good” picture? Who is the decision-
maker? 
Some people have tried to define the characteristics of a "good" p h o t o g r a p h ] ? 
However, it seems that until now we still cannot have a fixed and overriding definition 
口 Characteristics include: pleasant face; overall clarity; well-defmed shadows; natural proportions; 
shadow detail; and beauty. Freund G., Photography and Society’ Boston: David R. Godine, 1980, 
pp.65-66. 
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ofwhat a “good’，photograph is. For example, some photographers prefer to use soft-
focus effect as they think that it can add an artistic touch to their prints. However, they 
are being criticized by others who think that the clarity of a photograph is more 
important. As Freund (1980，p.88) comments: 
...photographers used soft-focus imagery to add an 'artistic，touch to their prints. 
Ironically, the soft-focus technique eliminated the most characteristic feature of 
the photographic image, its clarity. 
Actually, every time when the photographer clicks the button, instead ofproducing 
a ‘‘good，，picture, he or she is capturing the so-called "consensus，，shared among the 
actors participating in that particular photographic setting about the social relationships 
presented in the "frame" of a photo. This means that the finalized "frame" is the one 
everybody involved agrees that the social relationships presented in the camera's 
"frame" are organized in proper ways and so, the setting and the scene, in tum, become 
appropriate for photo-taking. Thus, the construction process of the "frame" of a 
photograph can be regarded as the consensus-building process among the actors. 
For example, when a young man has a picture with his girlfriend, the photographer 
or other friends around may ask him to hold her hand or to stand closer together since 
based on their aesthetic values such intimate relationship, they think that it is the proper 
relation between a pair oflovers (intimacy). However, the two individuals involved may 
think that they are more conservative and would not like to act intimately in front of 
other people. Then, they may shake their head or have an embarrassed facial expression. 
However, these people keep on asking the two individuals to stand closer or hold 
each other's hands more tightly (signs of intimacy). At this moment, a picture cannot be 
taken since a "consensus" has not yet been reached among all the actors involved in this 
photographic setting. One possible outcome is that the two lovers stand a little bit closer 
together after considering other people's suggestions, people around feel that it is more 
proper and then, this moment is "frozen.’，It is such a negotiation process that leads to 
this picture being taken. 
The following is another example. When facing a beautiful scene, different people 
will have different perceptions about this scene. Based on your own spatial analysis, 
maybe you think that standing behind this tree to take a picture will be very beautiftil. 
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But, ifthe photographer does not agree with this "frame," then, probably, he or she 
will ask or instruct you to stand in another place, maybe on the top of the rock orjust sit 
down until the constructed "frame" can be accepted by everybody involved. Moreover, 
other friends around may say, “Let me help you to hold your bags” or without saying 
anything, they will just take the things you are carrying away. It is because they think 
that it is not so proper to include your bag into the “frame.，，This is also a negotiation 
process. 
When actors participate in a photographic occasion and engage in such 
manipulation of a setting and construction of their "frame," they are concerning the 
aesthetic sensibility, relationships between images recorded in photographs and their 
time-space situated experiences, which include experiences with the natural 
environment, experiences with other social actors,and experiences that form the basis of 
having pictures taken with specific individuals in specific settings. This is a 
consensus-building process in the sense that all the actors involved seem to tacitly agree 
that these considerations are relevant. Then, the question becomes, how do they develop 
such consensus and how might such process reveal the patterns of structured social 
relationships in a society? In the next chapter, I shall discuss the role of communication 




THE ROLE OF COMMUNICATION ES[ CONSTRUCimG 
PHOTOGRAPHIC SETHNGS AND "FRAME" 
When we talk about the construction of the camera's "frame," most of us will 
relate this to the job of the photographer, as he or she is the one who has a camera 
in hand and always controls the most "critical" moment - releasing the shutter. 
However, the story will be over-simplified if we just consider the role of the 
photographer during the process of photo-taking, that is, the construction of the 
photographic setting and the uses of the camera's "frame" to bracket the "reality," 
as we have argued, are most commonly a social and cultural process. Let us 
consider a few examples. 
When the photographer says, “Ready, one, two..：' “Wait!” a lady standing 
next to the photographer shouts. It is because she thinks that it is better for her 
husband, who is being photographed, to take off his coat when taking pictures, hi 
this case, the lady contributes to the joint efforts of constructing the frame of a 
photograph being taken. It is very possible that this lady is using her own 
aesthetic criteria and/or her own frame ofhow she wants her husband to be related 
with others and the background. The photographer may not share such criteria or 
frame but may accept them any way. 
Usually, if we, as the subjects, fmd the scene beautiful and want to have a 
picture, we will tell the photographer, "/ would like to have a picture here. It's 
beautiful!” and make it become a photographic setting. Maybe the photographer 
does not fmd this setting beautiful or touching and may say so, but it is also 
possible that he or she will just follow what the subjects want. 
This means that constructing the photographic setting involves several actors. 
Photographic frame is not manipulated and controlled only by the photographer. 
As I mentioned before, it is a consensus-building process, a negotiation process, 
which involve all the actors present in the setting. Through their interactions, 
they communicate and construct the photographic setting and further the camera's 
"frame." To have a better theoretical understanding of this process, this study 
takes a broadly conceived symbolic interactionist perspective. This perspective 
offers theoretical insights and conceptual tools to guide the empirical analysis. 
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Symbolic Interactionism as a Pair of Glasses 
There are numerous ways for us to understand the happenings around us in our 
everyday social lives. It is not a question of which way is better than the others, 
but only which perspective is suitable for addressing the research questions of a 
study. Perspectives are points of view - sensitizes or eyeglasses 一 that guide our 
perceptions of reality. Ln this study, by wearing a pair of "symbolic 
interactionism" glasses, instead of focusing on the individual and his or her 
personality characteristics, or on how the social structure or social situation causes 
individual behavior, I am going to focus on the nature of interaction, the dynamic 
social activities taking place between persons, in constructing the photographic 
setting and "frame." 
According to Blumer, symbolic interactionism rests on three simple premises 
which suggest that social action is based on the meanings we attribute to them, that 
meanings are derived from social interaction, and that these are modified in the 
course of social interaction ^Blumer, 1969，p.2). Actually, in focusing on the 
interaction itself as the unit of study, the symbolic interactionist creates a more 
active image of the human being and rejects the image of the passive, determined 
organism. Mividuals interact; societies are made up of interacting individuals. 
People are constantly undergoing change in interaction, and society is changing 
through interaction. Interaction implies human beings acting in relation to each 
other, taking each other into account, acting, perceiving, interpreting, and acting 
again (see Charon, 1989，p.22-25). 
bistead of providing a detailed or philosophical discussion of symbolic 
interactionism, in this study, I will only introduce some simple concepts, which are 
useful for understanding the process of constructing photographic setting and 
frame. 
1. We are Acting in the Present 
By recognizing social interaction to be of vital importance in its own right, 
symbolic interactionist claims that the human being is understood as acting in the 
present, influenced not by what has happened in the past, nor people's position in 
the class structure, but by what is happening now. It is because in any social 
situation, human beings in interacting with one another have to take account of 
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what each other is doing or is about to do; they are forced to direct their own 
conduct or handle their situations in terms of what they take into account. Thus, 
in the face ofthe actions of others, one may abandon an intention or purpose, revise 
it, check or suspend it, intensify it, or replace it. 
This means that one has to fit one's own line of activity in some manner to the 
actions of others and the activities of others enter as positive factors in the 
formation oftheir own conduct (see Blumer, 1969，p.8-9). According to Blumer, 
social interaction is a process that forms human conduct instead of being merely a 
means or a setting for the expression or release of human conduct. A society or 
any social group is individuals in interaction, communicating, and developing a 
common, shared perspective. Therefore, individuals are no longer to be thought 
as the product of society; rather, they are actively involved actors in its 
development. 
By sharing the theoretical position as above, in my study, in order to explore 
the construction process of the photographic setting and "frame," in fact, I am 
going to examine how the actors involved in the setting interact with each other, 
communicate and develop a shared understanding about the photographic setting 
and "frame." 
2. We Define Our Situations 
Before going further into the communicative process in constructing the 
photographic setting and the camera's "frame," it is better to have more 
understanding about the story behind. Actually, interaction is not simply what is 
happening between people, but also what is happening within the individual. 
Human beings are thought to act in a world that they define. We act according to 
the way we define the situation we are in, and while that definition is influenced by 
others present in the situation we interact with, it is also a result of our own 
definition. Hence, a more dynamic and active human being emerges. It is 
because individuals are not actors merely responding to others; rather, 
interpretation is involved. This is also an important and distinguishing idea about 
symbolic interactionism. As Blumer (1969，p.8) says: 
Non-symbolic interaction takes place when one responds directly to the 
action of another without interpreting that action; symbolic interaction 
involved interpretation of the action. 
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Goffman shares this point of view and he further articulates some concrete 
concepts about people's interactions in the everyday lives, which can deepen our 
understanding of how the social world is experienced and reproduced. His 
concept of "frame" is one such conceptual tool. He saves us from overfamiliarity, 
and allows us to see the complexity, stability, and importance of apparently 
mundane social interaction. We can understand his work as a kind of map to the 
uncharted world of everyday life. 
.1) The role of the past 
As I mentioned before, our action in the present is not determined by what 
went before, but by the definition of the situation through the interaction with 
others in the present. Then, does the past play any role in what we do in the 
present? Certainly, it does, but it is not because it has shaped our personality, but 
because we use it in our definition of the present. This means that memories are 
applied to situations we encounter. Significant others, reference groups, value 
system, knowledge, conceptions, and feelings developed from our past are all used 
as social objects for us to work through the present situation. Thus, the past is 
rich for us, and it provides us with the tools to define the present. If we lack of 
such past experience and conceptions, we will find difficulties in defining the 
present situation and further behave improperly. 
This can be easily illustrated through observing the behavior of the children 
when they are facing the cameras. Since they do not possess enough experience 
and knowledge to defme the present situation - taking photographs, thus, they 
never sit or stand still when taking pictures. They do not know that with the 
presence of a camera, they need to perform in certain ways in order to get the 
pictures taken. 
Usually, they keep on moving their hands, legs, or heads. Undoubtedly, their 
parents standing behind would stop them and ask or order them to behave better (i.e. 
don't move plus a smiling face). It is because parents know what is going on in 
the present situation, and also, the proper behavior. Therefore, they are able to 
judge how their children should behave in order to get the pictures taken as the 
proper and "standard" ways. 
For the children, such new experiences before an operating camera is added to 
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their memories. Then, the past can help them to define the situation about photo-
taking next time and so, they can act accordingly. 
Our past changes every second because our new experiences, the new 
situations, and the new perspectives we come to believe in allow us to reinterpret 
the past and cause us to see it as altered. Through the interactions in the social 
world, we experience something, which helps to build or re-build our beliefs and 
conceptions about various social events and relationships. Afterwards, these 
acquired and learned conventions will affect our behaviors next time. Berger and 
Luckmann (1966) emphasize the dialectical view of the construction process about 
our beliefs and conceptions. They posit that the human subjectivity is 
externalized through interaction in objectified social products and objective reality 
acts back on subjectivity influencing and even reconstituting, and their focus is the 
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objectified constructed reality over internalized perspectives of the individual. 
2) The role of other actors 
Literaction means human beings acting in relation to each other, taking each 
other into account, communicating to and interpreting each other's role and 
activities as they go along. Then, every time when we interact with other people, 
to certain extent, our actions are being guided by these social actors. For example, 
in order not to disturb others in the library, we remain quiet. Therefore, 
undoubtedly, the social actors we interact at a particular moment is an important 
factor for us to define the present situation and further, act accordingly. 
Based on our past experience, when we interact with the actors, we will 
perceive their presence and their roles in certain ways. Such perceptions will 
influence how we interact with them in tum. For example, when we meet a 
stranger in a cocktail party, maybe we do not have any interest in talking with him 
or her. Later, we find that this stranger is the fiance or fiancee of our best friend, 
our perception towards this person changes immediately, and so does the way we 
interact with him or her. Maybe we will ask this person questions actively or 
during the conversation, we try to show warmth and ardor. Certainly, as I 
ig Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treat'ise in the Sociology of 
Knowledge’ NY: Anchor Books, 1966, pp.129-172. 
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mentioned before, through the interactions, our perception will be re-defined or re-
built again and again. For example, he or she does not have much response or 
show no interest in talking with us, then, maybe it is better for us to stop talking. 
Further, the social actors we interact with are very important for another 
reason: They affect our decision-making process, and the direction ofaction. 
Our reality of action is a continuous process and best described as a stream of 
actions. The actor does not stop acting along this stream; one act leads to another. 
Streams of water constantly change direction and so does our streams of action. 
Streams of water change because small brooks enter and cause a change in the 
direction. When other people enter our stream of action and we interact with 
them, our directions are changed, too. Certainly, there is a difference between the 
change in direction of the streams of water and the stream of human action. That 
is, human beings are active in their stream, water is not. It is because as I 
mentioned before, interpretation is always involved. 
As Charon (1989) points out, this description ofhuman action as an ongoing 
stream of action is not so obvious for a casual observer. It is because most of us 
tend to focus attention on single isolated acts. For example, he passed the 
examination, he caught the bus, she became a teacher.... This kind of description 
seems sensible and accurate since it divides the never-ending stream into 
manageable segments, but in fact, it does not describe what the actor really does. 
Actually, the direction that our stream of action takes depends on the decisions 
we make along that stream. Our decisions in tum depend on interactions with 
other actors. Thus, the social actors play an important role in affecting our 
decision-making and the direction of action. 
hi this study, I am going to examine how the actors interact and communicate 
with each other to develop a shared understanding about the photographic setting 
and “frame.” As I mentioned before, it is a negotiation process. Different people 
will select different photographic settings and construct different "frames" for the 
pictures as they have different past experiences and perceptions. If every person 
can have a camera in hand, probably, they will “frame，，differently even in the same 
photographic s e t t i n g ) ^ However, I do not focus on delineating the differences 
19 Sontag shares similar viewpoint and thinks that "nobody takes the same picture of the same thing" 
(1977:p.88). 
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between individuals' perceptions; rather, I am interested in knowing when 
individuals are participating in the same setting, how they define the situation and 
interact (taking account of each other) and communicate with each other in order to 
get their experiences ‘‘framed.” 
Reality Keying 
Ln exploring the interactions in the camera's "frame" construction process, 
besides the idea of "frame" discussed above, another Goffman's notion of "reality 
keying" seems to be very useful. Goffman suggests that frames can be 
transformed by keying. For Goffman, a key refers “to the set of conventions by 
which a given activity, one already meaningful in terms of some primary 
framework,2G is transformed into something patterned on this activity but seen by 
the participants to be something quite else. The process of transformation can be 
called keying.，’2i 
Bateson,s observation of otters playing at fighting is a good example of a 
keying: the otters' behavior is patterned on a primary framework that defines the 
event as a fight, but this is transformed into a playful episode. Their behaviors are 
meaningless to anyone failing to grasp the key. Gof&nan adds that close 
observation should reveal the ways in which participants are made aware of the 
keying, and also the cues which mark the beginning and end of the transformation 
(see Goffman, 1974，p41-5). For example, the transformational power of play is 
manifested in the way certain objects, such as balls and balloons, are prone to be 
selected for play or prone to evoke play. Goffman (1974，p.43) defines these 
objects as "playthings:" 
A plaything while in play provides some sort of ideal evidence of the 
manner in which a playful definition of the situation can utterly suppress the 
ordinary meanings of the world. 
The presence of a camera in a photographic setting seems having similar 
2° According to Goffinan, there are two kinds of primary frameworks: natural and social, which 
allow its users to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infmite number of concrete 
occurrences defmed in its terms (see Goffinan, 1974, Chapter 2). 
21 Goffinan E., Frame Analysis^ NY: Harper and Row, 1974, pp.43«44. I am now exploring how 
people go about operationalizing the conditions that generate a belief in the real on both sides of the 
camera. 
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power or serving similar function as the "plaything" defined above. I am going to 
give a brief account of it that helps to enter the discussion of the concept “keying” 
in the study. 
1. Camera Suppresses the Ordinary Meanings of the On-going World 
In most cases of the photographic occasion, actors involved are conscious 
about the presence of the camera. They are no longer behaving normally as in 
their everyday life, but rather, they are "acting" for the camera. In this sense, the 
camera seems to be a tool, which triggers off the transformation process of the 
everyday life reality to the photo-taking reality, the “frame” construction process. 
It initiates the frame of photo-taking. 
For example, in everyday life, it seems very silly that one stops in front of a 
building for example and then, poses and smiles. However, with the presence of a 
camera, such silly behaviors become a must and something "natural." One also 
needs to keep the smile for a few seconds without any movement until somebody 
clicks the button and says, “Okay!” One may also need to wear something special 
for a few hours such as your graduation gown, a three-piece suit or a bride-dress, 
which may be very uncomfortable, but still need to behave properly, that is, posing 
and smiling. 
All these - "dressing up," smiling, and standing still - are the things that we 
usually practice in front of an operating camera. It seems that in terms of on-
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camera performance, there is a set of conventions or regularities in guiding 
participants to present themselves for camera recording. 
Certainly, most of us can behave as the ways prescribed in certain conventions 
when taking photographs. It seems that the camera's "frame" helps to organize 
people's behaviors in meaningful and understandable ways by invoking and being 
legitimized by such conventions. All those "abnormal" behaviors are meaningftil 
if one is doing them for the “frame.，，Thus, rather than behaving "naturally" as in 
the everyday life, one is having the frame of photo-taking in the mind and trying to 
22 ChaIfen tired to identify codes or regularities of people's on-camera performance by examining 
vast numbers of still photographs. His findings show that when people facing a camera, they are 
trying to make direct eye contact with the camera, smile, stand still and sometimes, with “dressing 
up，，(1987: pp.42"44). However, 1 would like to tell you that the story should be much more 
complicated. 
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act out the frame during the process of photo-taking. The presence of the camera, 
on the one hand, signifies the start of and helps the participants to enter or shift to 
the frame of photo-taking. On the other hand, it also suppresses the ordinary 
meaning of the on-going world. 
2. Keying: Acting Out the Frame 
The idea of"frame" takes a significant part in the theoretical discussion of the 
study. However, it does not mean that it can provide an all-rounded answer or 
argument. h\ fluther apprehending people's behaviors in a photographic occasion, 
it seems very useful and appropriate to put them in terms ofkeying. 
Li transforming "real life” activity into mediated forms, into “frames” of 
photographs, there are sets of patterned conventions by which people involved go 
about. This means that in the process of camera's “frame’’ construction, people's 
behaviors are guided by sets of patterned conventions specific to photo-taking 
activity. Thus, in a photographic occasion, even though people have the same 
behavior as in other everyday life situations, their behavior implies totally different 
meanings since people's behavior has been keyed according to the photo-taking 
frame, the photo-taking conventions. If someone fails to grasp the key and the 
transformation, misunderstanding will be caused. 
For example, usually, people will stand close to each other when taking 
photographs. If a group of people (e.g. more than ten) want to have a photograph 
taken together, in order to ensure the presence of everyone in the camera's frame, 
besides standing very close to each oUier, sometimes, they will even have some 
physical contact. 
h\ our everyday lives, normally, we only stand very close or have physical 
contact with Uiose who are intimate. The distance we maintain with other people 
is a way to signify the nature or intimacy of our relationships. However, when 
taking photographs, we are accustomed to stand very close with other people 
(compared with the distance we usually keep with thera in our everyday lives) no 
matter he or she is the one whom we just met or have known for a long time. We 
all think that it is so natural to stand or sit close with each other when taking 
photographs but not in other daily interactions. 
Why such important social rules or norms about physical distance and contact, 
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which we are very conscious about in our daily social interaction, can be violated 
when taking photographs? It seems that we all know that when taking 
photographs, there are some kinds of transformation about our behaviors and 
meanings being signified by such behaviors. Li this study, I am going to grasp the 
key used in a photographic occasion and discover those sets of patterned 
conventions which govem the "frame" construction process and how people 
behave in order to get the photographs taken. 
From the above discussion, it shows that such frame of photo-taking is 
keyed. Some acts, which possess or signify certain meanings in the ordinary life 
experiences, have been transformed into something patterned on the photo-taking 
activity and seen by the actors involved to be something else. Keying is the 
process of signifying and acting out a frame, as well as its relationships with the 
enduring values and cultural categories that may function as the "primary 
framework." 
Besides referring to the notion of applying a frame for transforming a set of 
behaviors to another, "keying" is also a process for the participating actors to act 
out the patterned and recognized social relationships during the interactions with 
other actors at a particular social setting. As I mentioned before, when a camera is 
present, people act and interact in certain ways. Li addition to developing a 
consensual “frame，，of a photographic setting and the kind of photographs desired, 
people also articulate and express their social relationships, cultural norms, and 
values through their actions. They also act in accordance with their definition of 
situations and the applications of certain social hierarchies. Some of which are 
not relevant to photo-taking per se such as the age hierarchy or the gender hierarchy 
while some of which are related to photo-taking such as the hierarchy involving 
photographers and subjects being photographed. All these will influence the ways 
of the participants to act out their "frames," that is, how they communicate and 
interact with each other in a photographic setting. 
3. Photo-Taking as a Social Ritual of Communication 
In a photographic occasion, through "keying," actors involved act out the 
frame about how to "bracket" or “segment，，their life experience for etemal records 
during the construction process of the “frame’，of a photograph. They 
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communicate and interact with each other about their frames. Communication is a 
necessary tool in this negotiation and consensus-building process. In this study, 
communication is defined broadly to include all types of interactions (both verbal 
and non-verbal) between the human actors themselves and the environment in the 
photographic setting or during the process of "frame" construction between human 
actors and via manipulation of signs and symbols in order to articulate, reinforce or 
reproduce their shared rules, meanings, norms and beliefs. 
The central thread that runs through much research writings about visual 
communication and pictorial images is the question of how meaning is 
communicated through visual images. By examining numerous photo-albums and 
photographs, the researchers explore and analyze the signs and symbols appeared 
and try to reveal the meanings behind. Some are also interested in how receivers 
perceive the images. They think that what we know and believe affects what we 
get out of a given photograph. As John Berger writes in Ways of Seeing, "the 
way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe.”^; 
(Sociologists often discuss the same thing when they talk about selective perception 
and selective inattention.) 
Actually, a large portion of research on communication takes the theoretical 
orientation that has been labeled a "transmission view" (Carey, 1989). The basic 
notion of this view is to treat all forms of human communication, including 
photographs, as a process in which the senders try to convey messages via some 
medium to the receivers. However, in this study, I do not care how the receivers 
perceive the images or the meanings being inferred form the signs or symbols 
appeared in photographs. Listead, I focus on the photo-taking activity and 
investigate the interactions between actors involved in constructing the "frame" of 
a photograph. 
When "photo-taking" is examined as a form of social interaction, I am taking a 
"ritual view" (Carey, 1989) of communication. This means that the activity is a 
social ritual participated by the social actors and is made meaningful in a particular 
culture. There are participants and further each of them is playing a specific role 
at that particular social setting, a photographic setting, and the “frame” construction 
23 John Berger, fVays of Seeing, London: Penguin Books, 1972, p.8. 
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process. They are related to one another in some specific and patterned manner. 
Together, they construct an event that would tie them together in that they act out 
the same script, put up the same show and also, produce a product Q)hotographs) 
based on shared conceptions and for shared purposes. 
In other words, it is a social occasion constituted by a set of practices, 
conventions, and forms. Actors involved in a photographic setting take account of 
each other, carry out patterned social actions to actualize the frames in their mind, 
and interweave with each other into a system of social relations. Through this 
ritual, or patterned social interactions, the symbolic forms, "frames" of photographs 
are created, apprehended and appreciated. Therefore, in this study, instead of 
asking what messages get signified or transported through the photographs 
collected, I ask why photo-taking takes up certain form as it does. 
Typology 
]n order to enable the proceeding of the general theoretical discussion to the 
data interpretation, I am going to formulate some typologies or empirical 
propositions that will help in guiding the empirical chapters. As I mentioned 
before, I am taking a "ritual view" of communication in the present study, that is, 
when a ritual takes place, there are participants and each is playing a specific role in 
that particular setting. They are related to one another in some specific manner 
and act and interact in certain ways in constructing that particular social setting and 
event. 
Therefore, in the study, in order to enhance the understanding of the 
construction process of the photographic setting, and the camera's "frame," I am 
going to divide the photographic settings into different categories based on two 
dimensions about the types of actors participated in a photographic setting. I 
expect that in the photographic settings with different participants, there will be 
different types of communication and negotiation patterns, that is, the actors act and 
interact in different ways, in constructing the camera's "frame." 
1. Professional Photographer Vs Non-professional Photographer 
The first dimension I am going to use to categorize a variety of photographic 
settings is about a crucial actor in any photographic setting 一 the camera-holder or 
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the photographer. It seems that by having the camera in hand, seeing the 
immediate camera's “frame，’ through the viewfinder, and controlling the moment 
of releasing the shutter, the photographer usually is regarded by the actors involved 
in the photographic setting as someone with certain power. Actually, no matter 
who acts as the photographer, he or she should fulfill the responsibility of being a 
photographer, that is, taking photographs for the participants in that particular 
photographic setting. 
However, I expect that if the participants have different perceptions on the role 
of the photographer (that is, whether the photographer is a professional or a non-
professional), they will communicate and interact differently during the process of 
photo-taking. Certainly, I am not going to give the photographers any technical 
examination or quiz to test or assess whether their knowledge about photography or 
photo-taking is qualified to be a professional photographer, bistead, I just want to 
know how the actors involved in the setting perceive and think about the 
photographer. 
As I mentioned before, the relationships between different actors is an 
important factor in affecting the process of "frame" construction, and further the 
photographs we have. Different actors involved have different degree of power in 
negotiating the "frame" for a picture under different circumstances. In a 
photographic occasion, if the one holding the camera is regarded as a professional 
by the other actors involved, then, it seems that he or she can win or have 
overriding power in constructing the "frame" by imposing his or her existing values, 
beliefs, and conceptions about the occasions. I am going to have some empirical 
expectations based on it. 
(1) If the photographer is regarded as a professional, the flow of communication 
tends to be uni-directional 
If in the photographic setting, the photographer is being regarded as a 
professional among the human actors involved, he or she is going to be the central 
or dominant person in constructing the "frame" for a picture by giving commands 
of how the subjects should appear in the camera's “frame.，， Then, the 
communication between the photographer and the human actors involved in the 
photographic setting will be mostly uni-directional. 
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It is because if the people regard the person who holds a camera is a 
professional, by having this label, people will think or believe that the photographer 
is the best or professional in all aspects about photo-taking no matter the technical 
considerations, aesthetic values, or conception about the occasions. Thus, they 
will challenge nothing about the decisions made by the professional photographer 
and also follow his or her directions. This means that the photographer 
overpowers all other actors in the negotiation process in constructing the camera's 
"frame." 
2) If the photographer is regarded as a non-professional, bi-directional flow of 
communication is expected 
If the photographer is not being regarded as a professional but some roles else, 
the negotiation process will be much more complex and the flow of communication 
will be bi- directional between the photographer and the other human actors 
involved in the photographic setting in order to reach the "consensus" about the 
“frame”. 
For example, even your father is a professional photographer, when he takes 
photographs for you, then，there are two roles competing for your recognition (i.e. 
whether you regard him as a professional photographer or your father). Since 
there is another role competing with the role of professional photographer, your 
interaction with him definitely will be different from the interaction with an 
unknown professional photographer. 
Actually, if you do not regard the photographer as a professional one, you will 
not think that the photographer possesses higher authority and power and so, you 
will feel free to express or voice your opinion about the "frame" you prefer based 
on your own value system and conceptions about the construction of the camera's 
"frame." This means that you are going to communicate with the photographer 
for what you think and want about the "frame" in this photographic setting. Thus, 
rather than being dominated by the photographer, the negotiation process becomes 
more "balanced" among all the actors involved and more likely to be bi-directional. 
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2. Subjects Being Photographed are Divided into Two Types: "Protagonists" 
and “Non-protagonists，， 
The second proposed dimension is about the categorization of the people 
being photographed. It is about whether in that particular photographic occasion, 
there are socially defined main characters. I call them as “protagonists.” 
Certainly, in any photographic setting, there must be main characters, that is, the 
people being photographed and involved in the “frame.，’ However, in this 
dimension, I am going to divide the people being photographed into two types: 
‘‘protagonists，’ and “non-protagonists.’， 
This means that in some photographic occasions, we know they are especially 
designed for certain individuals and nobody will challenge this premise during the 
process of"frame" construction. For example, in a wedding ceremony, obviously, 
the groom and the bride are the main characters, the “protagonists,” in this setting 
and also, in the photo-taking session. Then, most of the pictures will include bo\h 
of them or either one of them, and usually, with the central position. 
This means that in taking wedding photographs, except the bride and the 
groom, nobody will ask to stand in the “franchise” positions or ask the 
photographer to take photographs of them merely. It is because lhey all know that 
lhe bride and the groom are the “protagonists，，in that particular photographic 
setting and also, in the ‘‘frame，’ of the photographs. 
On the other hand, for example, when a group of friends taking pictures during 
a picnic, the situation will be totally different. Since they is no socially defined 
character in this photo-taking occasion, then, the pictures need not to include 
certain individuals and be taken in certain ways. They can have more variations. 
Thus, maybe A can take a picture with B, B can have a picture wiUi C, or all of 
them have a photograph together. In this photographic setting, theoretically 
speaking, everybody has the equal opportunity of being photographed and so, a 
variety of social relationships will be captured in the photographic world. 
(1) The presence of “protagonists” helps to facilitate the "frame" construction 
process 
If there are socially defmed main characters, the "protagonists," in the 
photographic occasion, the duration for communicating and reaching the consensus 
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about the "frame" for the pictures among the actors involved will be shorter. This 
means that less communicative messages, both verbal and non-verbal, will be 
found in this photographic occasion. 
Since all the participants in this particular photographic setting know and 
share a general conception and consensus about the types of “frames” of 
photographs to be constructed in this photo-taking occasion. They know that who 
are the "protagonists" and where are the "franchise" positions. Therefore, the 
“frame” for the pictures at this photographic setting can be constructed easier and 
faster since all the actors involved can reach the consensus without desiring much 
negotiation. 
(2) Without "protagonist," more variations will be found 
If there is no "protagonists" defined in the photographic setting, then，both the 
time and amount of communication will be increased in constructing the "frame" 
for a picture. In this type of photographic setting, the actors involved including 
the photographer, people being photographed, and people standing behind do not 
share similar conception about the present setting. Then, based on their own 
values, beliefs, and conceptions, obviously, they will form their own according 
"frame" for the pictures. 
Since there are many variations about the construction of the "frame" for the 
picture among the participants, in order to reach the consensus about the finalized 
“frame” for each picture, actors involved need to negotiate to reach the consensus. 
Therefore, it means that the consensus-building process requires more time and 
efforts. 
I have only offered some very general discussion about actors' roles and the 
interaction and communication patterns found in the construction process of the 
camera's "frame." Definitely, I expect that the story will be much more complex 
and interesting. For example, if every participant is playing a specific role in the 
photographic setting, how they assume their roles or what are the signifiers of their 
roles? What are the cues of the participants' actions and interactions to make the 
performance go smoothly and also the construction of the camera's "frame?" 
Besides, how are all these related to the structural positions that these people take 
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in their everyday life? I am going to provide a more detailed and elaborated 
discussion and other insights about all these aspects in the data chapters. 
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CHAPTER4 
PROCEDURES OF DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
After I had formulated some preliminary theoretical notions and assumptions 
in addressing the present research question, in March 1997，I started to look for 
cases and do my fieldwork. Actually, finding cases in my study was not a difficult 
task. It is because in modem society photo-taking is a very common and popular 
social activity. Meed , when people are participating in various social occasions 
such as the wedding day, birthday party, graduation ceremony or having a trip in 
countryside, camera's intervention is considered by most of them as necessary or 
even compulsory. 
Actually, such private experiences or moments for camera's intervention are 
just some very ordinary occurrences in an ordinary person's life story. They are 
not something that only happen once in a while. They happen all the times. We 
can expect that there must be someone around us who are experiencing or going to 
experience such life segments and have brought or should bring a camera with 
them to document all these salient experiences and moments for etemal collections. 
For me, in fact, during the period of conducting the data collection, I also had the 
opportunity of joining my aunt's wedding, my cousin's graduation photo-taking 
session at the university and my best friend's son's birthday party, who was four-
year-old. All these were typical and common photo-taking activities in one's life 
and also, typical cases that fell into the domain of my examination and analysis. 
My "Informant" 
However, the above mentioned photo-taking occasions were not considered as 
“valid” cases in the present study. As I expected that participants' relationships 
was a key factor in affecting the negotiation process in constructing the camera's 
“frame” in a photographic occasion, it seemed problematic for me to conduct my 
fieldwork in the photographic settings that I had developed close relationships with 
any actor participated. It was because besides being a researcher who was 
supposed to be objective, if I was engaged in other threads of social relationships 
with the actors involved, I would be playing some roles other than a trained 
observer at that particular photographic setting. 
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For example, as my cousin knew that I had leamt photography at some times 
in my college education and bought a big camera (for him, he considered it as a 
professional camera, but for me, it just belonged to "beginner's" grade), he asked 
me to be the photographer at the photo-taking session for him and other family 
members. I was also invited to appear in several numbers of photographs taken at 
this photo-taking setting with him and some family members. When joining my 
aunt's wedding ceremony or the birthday party, I was also invited to appear in the 
camera's “frame’，with someone. Therefore, in such photographic settings, instead 
of merely playing the role of researcher, I was also the photographer and the subject 
being photographed. All these had forbidden me to consider these photographic 
occasions as my cases, even though they belonged to the kinds of photo-taking 
activities falling into my defined domain. 
Although they could not be my cases, I still needed their help, that was, as my 
"informants" or “middle-men.，，The cases for examination in the preset study are 
referred by them. I told people around me such as my family members, relatives, 
friends and colleagues that I was doing a project about how people took 
photographs and needed to join different photo-taking occasions to do some 
fieldwork. Then, I asked them whether they knew someone who were going to 
participate in various photo-taking activities such as someone who was going to get 
married, graduate, hold a birthday party, or for example, visiting the Ocean Park. 
After identifying these cases, I would ask my "informants" whether they could 
introduce me to these “potential” subjects. They could first tell the “potential” 
subjects that they had a friend or a niece or whatever they called me based on our 
relationships who was a university student and doing a project about photography. 
Then, they would ask them whether it was possible that I could come to join their 
photo-taking occasions and do some fieldwork. Besides, I also reminded them to 
remember to stress the point that I would only stay in the places nearby the 
photographic spots and did my observation. They did not need to take any care of 
me and I would not make any interference and interruption. 
If the "potential" subjects agreed, the "middle-men" would give them my 
contact numbers or give me their contact numbers and I would contact them 
directly to make further arrangements. 
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"Sampling" 
As I am mainly interested in the construction process of personal pictures that 
capture the private experience or moments of individuals, I defined my study 
populations as consisting of the types of photo-taking activity which produces 
pictures for private uses and for personal reasons, not for either financial reward or 
career objectives. The snapshots that people take are for documenting their life 
experiences as their own memory storage and sharing among relatives and friends. 
There are diversity of photo-taking activities falling into such domain: some are 
formal while some are informal; some take place at indoor while some are outdoor; 
some involve hiring a professional photographer while some do not... 
1. Considerations For "Sampling" 
When "sampling," my main concem was not sample's "representativeness," 
but the variance they render. Each photo-taking activity is taken place at a 
particular point of the time-space continuum, and with particular individuals. 
Thus, it is impossible to include every kind of variation and to have an infinite 
number of cases for my study, hi order to capture various photographic settings 
systematically and tackle my research problem, in the present study, the so-called 
"variance" refers to the differences in the combinations of actors participating in 
each photographic setting that I expect will affect the ways they interact and 
communicate with each other in constructing the camera's "frame." 
Two dimensions indicate where the variance comes from. One is the role of 
the camera-holder (whether he or she is regarded as a "professional" photographer 
or a "non-professional" by other participants) and the other is whether there is any 
participation or involvement of some actors who is or are identified as 
"protagonist(s)" at that particular photographic setting. Since the photographer 
and the subjects being photographed are two significant types of actors involved in 
a photographic setting and playing an important role in the construction process, I 
used them as the keys in approaching and organizing diversity of cases. I have 
already provided certain theoretical articulations about these two dimensions in the 
previous chapter. From cross-tabulating these two dimensions, four cells have 
resulted as Figure 5-1. 
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Figure 5-1 Cross-tabulation of the Two Proposed Dimensions to Categorize 
Diversity of Photographic Settings into Four Cells 
Category /: Professional photographer Category 11: Professional photographer 
with protagonists without protagonist 
Category IIh Non-professional Category IV: Non-professional 
photographer with protagonists photographer without protagonist 
Then I started to select the cases referred by my "informants" to fit the four 
categories. At the very beginning, I planned to have one case per cell, that is, I 
would have four cases for analysis. Later, after some casual and pilot 
observations, I found that there was some within-cell variance. For example, for 
the wedding ceremony, some were held at the church while some were at the 
Marriage Registry. Or for the "protagonists," like the graduates, it seemed that the 
pictures taken with their families were different form those with other graduating 
students. In order to ensure that I had a chance to see as much variance as 
possible among different photographic settings at different locations or with 
different combinations of participants, I increased the number of cases for 
investigation. By doing this, more data was included to enrich the analysis. 
t i fact, when I was half way of conducting the fieldwork, I went back to refine 
certain aspects of the theoretical framework and realized that such within-cell 
variance only influenced the types of stories told or kinds of social relationships 
established in the photographic world. Other than that, such with-in cell variance 
did not affect the communicative pattem in constructing "frames" ofphotographs at 
that particular category. It meant that the two proposed dimensions, which 
categorized diversity of photographic settings into four groups, were still the major 
factors in affecting the communications and negotiations in constructing the 
camera's “frame.，， Therefore, because of the vary degrees of power which 
different types of participants Q)rofessional photographer or non-professional; 
protagonist or non-protagonist) possessed, in each category with different 
combinations of actors, I expected that different patterns of communication and 
interaction would be evolved in the "frame" construction process. 
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2. The "Samples" 
I spent about one and a half months to do my fieldwork and I included totally 
ten cases in my sample. The classifiaction of the cases according to the typology 
and also the data of these cases happened are shown in Figure 5-2. 
Figure 5-2 Classification of the Ten Cases According to the Typology 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ' * ' ^ " • ' ^ ^ ^ ^ " • ^ ^ " * " ^ " • ' ^ " • • ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ " • ^ • ^ “ 
With protagonist(s) Without protagonist 
CategoryI CategoryII 
1. Wedding ceremony held 
Professional atachurch(29/03/97) 
photographer 2. Wedding ceremony held 
at a Marriage Registry 
Office (16/04/97) 
3. Professional photographs 
taken for two girls 
(25/04/97) 
CategoryIII CategoryB^ 
1. A graduate with his 1. A group of friends visiting 
family (31/03/97) the Ocean Park (08/03/97) 
Non-professional 2. A graduate with other 2. A family in the Flower Show 
photographer graduating students (20/03/97) 
(25/03/97) 3. A group of fnends in the 
3 • A graduate with other Flower Show (20/03/97) 
friends outside the 
university (30/03/97) 
4. A nine-year-old kid's 
birthday party 
(15/03/97) 
For category I，I visited two wedding ceremonies which were referred by my 
friends. Li both of the ceremonies, a professional photographer together with a 
professional camera-man were hired to record and capture the salient moments of 
the big day. The photographer was responsible for taking pictures while the 
camera-man was for shooting videos, ln both cases, pictures were taken on the 
way to the bride's home, the bride's home, the groom's home, the place where the 
ceremony was held, and finally, the restaurant of the wedding bouquet in the 
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evening. The difference between the two cases was that one ceremony was held at 
the Marriage Registry while the other was at a church. 
For category II，I started with a case of two girls, aged around 16 to 17，who 
hired a professional photographer, Leo, to take a series of professional work for 
them at the Gold Coast of Tuen Mun, a popular photo-taking spot. Being 
recommended by their friends, they made an appointment with this professional 
photographer two days in advance. According to Leo, such kind of photo-taking 
activity was regarded a fashionable and trendy photo-taking activity for youngsters, 
especially females. Usually, the clients pay around HK$180-300 for a 
professional photographer to take a roll of films for them. Mainly, the "hired" 
professional photographer will teach and direct their clients to pose like models to 
imitate the youngsters' idols or models in fashion magazines and other printed 
media which most of the subjects fmd beautiful. Gold Coast, Kowloon Park and 
Hong Kong Park are the hot photographic spots for such kind of photo-taking 
activity. 
Originally, this case belonged to category E, having professional photographer 
without any “protagonist.” Later, I found that indeed these two girls made 
themselves the “protagonists，，of this particular photographic setting. It was 
because, according to my definition above, they became the ones who would appear 
in all photographs taken at this particular photographic setting and all the actors 
involved (that is, including the professional photographer) knew this premise. 
Further，they also acted like "protagonists," for example, putting on special dress-
ups. I will discuss the manifestation of “protagonists，，later in the data chapters. 
Suffice to say here that the two girls paid to transform themselves into the 
“protagonists，，in that particular photographic occasion. Then, I re-categorized 
this case and made it to belong to the categoty I，that is, professional photographer 
with “protagonists.，，From this case, I was also realized that in most cases, if a 
professional photographer was hired, it must be a special event and there would be 
someone being identified as the "protagonist(s)." Since I could not think of other 
cases which fulfilled the conditions of category II，I left it empty. 
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For category III，there were four cases totally: three graduation photo-taking 
sessions and a birthday party of a little boy aged nine at his home. 
Jack's parents, Mr. and Mrs. Yim, organized a birthday party for their boy at 
home and invited their relatives, and twelve Jack's classmates. Jack's father took 
the role of the photographer throughout the whole event but he had interchanged 
the role with his friends when he had photographs taken with Jack and Simon, his 
little son and his wife. The reason of including this case was that it provided an 
obvious variation, which was necessary to cover: this was an in-door photo-taking 
activity taken place in a totally private domain - home. 
Jeff, who majored in Economics in The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 
graduated in June 1997. According to the university's policy, he got the 
graduation gown in late February of 1997 and needed to return it in late March. 
During this month, he had taken graduation photographs six times with different 
groups of people: her primary schooknates, secondary schoolmates, friends from 
the church, graduates of her department, other university's friends, and her family. 
I joined one of photo-taking sessions, the one with his family. He had invited his 
grandparents, parents, two sisters, a brother, two uncles, an aunt, two nephews and 
a niece tojoin this particular photo-taking session. 
Among Jimmy's several photo-taking sessions with his colleagues, family and 
friends, I picked up the session for which he invited the participation of his 
secondary classmates as one of my cases in this category. 
The last case involved three graduating students, the "protagonists," and one 
"non-protagonists," Joan, who was a friend of the three graduates and had 
graduated last year. The three graduating students included kene, Joyce, and 
Maria. They all belonged to the Department of English, and had known each 
other since their freshmen year. Jn year two, they joined a dancing club and met 
Joan who was then in year three, and the four became good friends. Last year, 
they had also joined one of the graduation photo-taking sessions of Joan. 
For category IV, I examined the photo-taking session of a group of friends 
visiting the Ocean Park and also, a group of friends and a family enjoying the 
"Flower Show 1997” in Shatin. In these cases, they usually took all the pictures 
by themselves except a few pictures, which they wanted to include all ofthem and 
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asked some passers-by to be a temporary camera-holder. During the photo-taking 
sessions, they shifted and interchanged their roles a numbers of times 一 sometimes 
being the subjects being photographed while sometimes being the photographer. 
Toward the end of the fieldwork, for fear that I might have missed some 
interesting "variations" in participants' practices in constructing the camera's 
"frame" in different photographic settings, I kept on joining the photographic 
settings being referred by my "informants," including more wedding ceremonies or 
graduates’ photo-taking sessions. This additional verification effort lends me 
more confidence in the general representation of the ten photographic settings 
included in my sample. 
Data And Me 
1.1，As Data Collector 
(1) Gaining access as a student/researcher 
As I mentioned before, the cases in the present study were referred by my 
relatives, friends or colleagues. They told my subjects that I was a university 
student and doing a project on photography. A university student's identity gave 
me the advantage of gaining confidence of my interviewees. As long as I could 
detect, a main concem that they had about me was whether I was ajoumalist, and 
whether the photographs I had taken at their photographic settings would get 
published on newspapers or magazines. Then, I would reassure that I was only 
doing my thesis or project. 
For every case, I would contact the subjects after getting their contact numbers 
from my "informants." Over the phone I would first introduce myself and send 
my gratitude for allowing me to join their functions. Then, we would talk about 
some detailed arrangements such as the exact date and time of the event and how 
we could meet each other. I would also see there was any question they had and 
so I could clarify and explain to them. 
Further, in order to avoid embarrassment caused if other participants at that 
photographic setting did not know my presence since some maybe mind my 
presence or feel uncomfortable, I would remind my “contacted’’ subjects to tell 
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them before ifthe situation was allowed. I had never encountered a case that the 
"contacted" subjects agreed my presence but other participants rejected. The 
“contact” subjects referred to the ones I conversed over the phone for making 
arrangements. In the cases with "protagonists," my "contacted" subjects usually 
were the “protagonists” such as the wedding couples and the graduates. Since the 
photo-taking activities were especially designed for them, it was very important to 
have their cooperation. 
(2) Observations 
Usually all the actors involved in a particular photographic setting knew that I 
would join them. Even though sometimes my "contacted，，subjects forgot to tell 
other participants, when I arrived and met the other actors, I would introduce 
myself to them again and my “contacted，，subjects would also introduce other 
participants for me. Then, I would try my best to remember all their names and 
relationships since later on, this was important information for me to conduct the 
further observations and interviews, for example, when I needed to talk with them. 
There were two exceptional cases, the wedding ceremonies. It was because it 
seemed impossible for my “contacted’，subjects, the wedding couple to notify all 
the guests (range from tens to hundreds) about my presence before or at that 
particular photographic setting. Further, in my judgement, I thought that it was 
unnecessary to do so since it could not have any effect on my observation. 
Since I joined the occasions with permission, usually, I could achieve full 
cooperation from all the actors involved. I could get close to the photographic 
spots and did my observations as long as I did not interrupt the photo-taking 
process such as intruding into the boundaries of the "frame." Since i was very 
sensitive about the camera and was aware that I should be careful to avoid 
interfering the “frame” construction process, I believe that I had not interrupted the 
photo-taking process and in fact, I had never being asked to go away by any 
participant. 
I brought a pen, a notebook, a camera and a small recorder with me when 
doing the observations. I wrote down the things I had observed immediately 
during their photo-taking process including both verbal and non-verbal 
communication cues. I was also allowed to take pictures that acted as reminders 
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about the situations I had written and described on my notebook. Usually, I had 
enough time to write or jot down the notes and took pictures. Sometimes, if the 
incident was a little bit complex and more time was needed for me to write down 
the notes, I would take out my small recorder and described the things I observed 
directly to the recorder instead of writing. By doing so, even if my subjects left 
that particular photographic spot and went to another one, I could still talk to the 
recorder while I was walking. Therefore, it could help me to ensue that I had 
captured and made records of all the necessary data more promptly and completely 
before losing them due to the memory decay. 
Actually, these observations were very important for me in proceeding the data 
collection to the other stage - the interviews. It was because I would use on these 
materials to formulate some questions I would like to ask during the interviews 
later. The interviews constituted a major part of data analyzed in the study. 
(3) Literviews 
Two types of interviews included in my study: on-location interviews and 
post-event interviews. The first type of interviews was conducted within the 
photographic settings. The other was conducted after the photographic sessions. 
A. On-location interview 
Such kind of interviews was conducted under a less formal condition. 
Usually, I just came near them, the on-location interviewees, and started a casual 
chat with them about the things they had just said or done in constructing a 
particular "frame." The actors I intended to talk with were those who had 
participated or communicated with others in constructing a particular "frame." 
Usually after I had made observation about their actions and reactions (the 
communicative cues) during the “frame” construction process, and found 
something interesting, if the situation allowed, I would come and talk with them, 
hi most cases, they were willing to talk with me. 
As I have described in the theoretical chapters, the present study was about the 
construction process of the camera's "frame" and so, the things I found interesting 
were all about the participants' deliberations and manipulations in constructing 
such story. These on-location interviews or chats allowed me to understand the 
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reasons behind the “frame” construction activities that could facilitate and enhance 
my understanding about the observations. I identified who was responsible or 
made contribution in constructing the camera's “frame，’ immediately and talked 
with him or her. Such acts served two advantages. First, since I talked with my 
interviewees right after they had done something, usually they still got fresh 
memory about these. Besides, practically speaking, it seemed impossible for me 
to contact each participant after the photographic settings and conduct the 
interviews later. Indeed, it was also unnecessary. It was because the on-location 
interviewees had already allowed me to have a chance to get the things I wanted 
and it seemed very inefficient for me to conduct interviews with them later. 
As I mentioned before, the way I approached my on-location interviewees was 
not like having formal interviews, but just like some casual chats. I did believe it 
was the best way to do. It was because even though actors' deliberations and 
manipulations were always found in the construction process, most of them were 
not aware about these. It meant that they just felt natural to perform in certain 
ways during the photo-taking process. They proceeded the process casually 
according to some deeply rooted beliefs and conventions. Thus, during this part 
ofinterviews, I also wanted to make the things to proceed casually and did not want 
to sensitize them. I usually listened carefully andjotted some brief notes i f I could. 
Otherwise, I would wait after we had finished the chat and made my notes. Since 
usually it was only a little chat and had focus, I was confident that I could write 
down everything I heard. 
B. Post-session interview 
After the photographic occasions, I would ask my “contacted” subjects in each 
case, about whether it was possible for me to see the photographs with them later 
after they were developed. Usually, the subjects welcomed my suggestion and the 
meeting was scheduled within a few days. Sometimes, they would ask other 
participants of that particular photographic setting to join the meeting. I 
appreciated this a lot. Actually, I found that “seeing the photographs" was a very 
good excuse for me to conduct the post-session interviews. It was because I 
sensed that if I told them that I would like to have some ftoher interviews with 
them, they would feel very uneasy. Certainly, when seeing the photographs, we 
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talked a lot and just like some friends sharing the photographs after a trip or 
something. For me, these were my post-session interviews. In fact, with the aid 
of the photographs, it was easier to initiate and continue our conversations. 
Further, the photographs could act as the reminder or refresh the memory of the 
actors of what had happened at that particular photographic setting and so, aided 
the discussion. 
The post-session interviews served two purposes. First, it gave me a chance 
to talk with the actors who I did not have much time to talk with at the 
photographic settings. Usually, they were the "protagonists," especially the 
wedding couples. It was because the wedding couples besides being busy in 
taking photographs, they were also very busy in doing other things during their 
wedding day such as making coordination, welcoming and talking with the guests, 
changing costumes, and so on. Therefore, it was better for me to talk with them 
later. During the post-session interviews with different "protagonists," there were 
several times that when they were taMng something about someone who had 
participated the photographic settings (they tried to describe who he or she was and 
how he or she looked like), they would ask me whether I was there too, saw these 
people and knew who they were referring and what they were talking about. This 
could help to reconfirm my "uninterrupted" role in the photographic setting when 
conducting the observations. Usually, the actors were busy in the photo-taking 
process and they would not aware my presence. 
Second, for the cases which I had already talked with most of the participants 
at the on-location interviews, I could take the post-session interviews as a chance 
for me to further to developing the things I wanted to know and clarify the things I 
was confused about. This additional verification effort lend me more confidence 
in the data analyzed. 
There was another type of actors which I thought I also needed to conduct the 
post-session interviews since they were very busy in a photographic setting. They 
were the hired professional photographers. It was very lucky that later I found that 
there was some time they were very free and had nothing to do and so, I grasped the 
opportunity to talk with them. It meant that I did not need to make further 
appointment with the professional photographers to conduct the interviews. In the 
cases of the wedding days, the professional photographers were free when they 
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arrived at the wedding bouquet at around 4 p.m., the wedded couples were busy in 
making arrangements about the bouquet and there was no guest arrived so early and 
they could took a break for around an hour. Besides, I was arranged to sit with the 
photographers during the bouquet and so, I had plenty of time to talk with them. 
In the case of the professional photographer hired at the Gold Coast, after he had 
finished taking pictures with the clients, while we were waiting for the films to 
develop, I conducted my post-session interview. The professional photographers 
were very willing of sharing their experiences about photo-taking. The questions 
discussed with them seemed more general instead of incident-specific questions 
such as their experiences sharing or their roles of taking photographs in different 
photographic settings. It was because they always stressed that it was the same no 
matter whose wedding ceremony. Then, they worked and performed their roles 
similarly 
During the interviews, I used a small tape-recorder and took down notes. I 
told them that the machine was for security purpose since I was afraid that I was so 
immersed in sharing the photographs and taUdng with them and would forget to jot 
down the notes. No interviewee objected to the recording. 
As I mentioned before, when the subjects showing me the photographs, itjust 
liked friends sharing the photographs after a trip or something. It was so natural 
and so, my interviews also proceeded casually. As long as I understood, I thought 
that photo-taking was a very ordinary activity in our lives. The actors liked taking 
photographs and collecting photographs to store their memory and experiences. 
They had also developed certain conceptions about photo-taking and the 
photographs and their own aesthetic judgements. I could say that it was an 
interesting topic for them to share and discuss and there was no any self-interest 
involved on their part. I could not see from where or how they knew what I was 
expecting them to say. In fact, I did think that they really wanted to express their 
opinions about photography, photo-taking and the photographs taken, t i a word, 
judging from our relations, I thought I could trust them as having told me what they 
believed their true stories. 
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2.1, as Data Translator 
In the present study, I am investigating the photo-taking process, that is, the 
process of constructing the photograohic "frame." Usually, in any photographic 
setting，a number of photographs will be taken instead of one. Li my selected 
photographic settings for the fieldwork, also, several numbers of rolls of 
photographs had been taken in each setting to document that particular segment of 
life experiences and at least one roll for the cases of the trip in Ocean Park and 
Jack's birthday party. Therefore, in the selected ten photographic settings, in fact, 
I had numerous "frame" construction processes as my cases for analysis. 
In doing the interpretation, my role was as a mediator between the collected 
data (it included two parts, the transcripts of the interviews and the field notes I 
observed and made about the "frame" construction process) and my theoretical 
framework. The theoretical framework constituted a "filter" or ‘‘lens，’ through 
which I made sense of the collected data about photo-taking activities and the 
"frame" construction process. I segmented and bracketed my data according to 
my conceptual categories that I used to organize my data chapters. There were 
three main themes - 1) Actors，awareness of the camera's “frame，，and its "hard" 
boundaries during the photo-taking process; 2) Photographs are considered as 
frames of one's life experiences; and 3) How the actors participated in a 
photographic setting communicate and negotiate with each other in the process of 
photo-taking, that is, the social activities of constructing the camera's “frame” to 
structure one's life experiences take place. I interpreted and analyzed my data 
toward these directions. Therefore, what I did was interpreting the “text” of my 
tanscripts and field notes, and then, trying to see emerged patterns along these 
directions. 
At the same time, such mediation during the interpretation also helps me to 
enrich the understanding ofthe theory. As I mentioned before in Chapter 3, there 
are numerous ways for us to understand the happenings around us in our everyday 
social lives. It is not a question of which way is better than the others, but only 
which perspective is suitable for addressing the research questions of a study. In 
the present study, by wearing a pair of"symbolic interactionism，，glasses, instead of 
focusing on the individual and his or her personality characteristics, or on how the 
social structure or social situation casuses individual behavior, I am going to focus 
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on the nature of interaction, the dynamic social activities taking place between 
actors, in constructing the photographic setting and "frame." However, it is not 
enough. Even though I know that I am short-sighted, it does not mean that when I 
pick up any pair of short-sighted lens glasses, I can see the world clearly. It is 
because every pair of glasses needs to be “tailor-made，，in order to suit each 
individual's problem. 
Therefore, in my study, only with a pair of "symbolic interactionism,，glasses, 
I still cannot see through my data clearly. Only through re-reading and re-
organizing my theoretical framework, did I manage to refine and adjust the curve of 
the lens ofthe glasses I am wearing to look at the collected data and translate them 
into a coherent story in my study. After the fieldwork, I also needed to go back to 
my theoretical framework and re-formulate it. It is a back and forth process when 
I am adjusting my lens between my theoretical framework and the data analyzed. 
Then, by wearing this particular pair of'^ailor-made" glasses in comparing the ten 
cases ofthe photographic settings, I try to find out commonalties in their variations 
and hope to find out some general patterns underlying the ten cases. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DIVID^G ONE'S LIFE EXPERIENCES 
mTO "FRAMES" OF PHOTOGRAPHS 
Undoubtedly, photographs seem nothing new to everybody. Generally 
speaking, in one's lifetime, one must have the experiences of appearing in 
numerous photographs and joining the process of producing photographs. 
Although collecting photographs or taking photographs appear to be such a 
common or mundane activity, when analyzed in details, we will fmd that 
considerable deliberation is always needed during the process of photo-taking in 
order to transform one's life experiences into long lasting records. Li the 
following discussion, I am going to present the collected evidence about actors' 
conscious deliberation and participation during the process of constructing a 
photograph through camera's "frame." Maybe the reader will fmd that the cases 
described seem very familiar and ordinary. If so, it is because my observations 
are not something special or unique. Rather, they are only records of some 
common occurrences in any photographic setting that people are not fully aware of 
their sociological implications. 
Camera as a Device to Experience the World 
Camera is a recording machine for people to bring with them when 
experiencing different events in their lives. After an event is over, the 
photographs taken will still exist. Thus, the past is prolonged to the present and 
future. The past experiences can take a material form to be re-experienced. In 
fact, other than a recording machine, sometimes, the camera is also considered as 
something else - a device for people to experience the world. 
1. Taking Photographs is the Ultimate Goal 
In the flower show, I followed a family of five people: Mr. and Mrs. Chow, 
their parents, and their son, Benny. They had brought a camera, which seemed to 
be the admission ticket or a compulsory item for the visitors in the flower show. 
While I was waUdng around with them, I found that almost every group of visitors 
had a camera in hand, some even had two or three. I also frequently heard 
someone around suggesting, “Let�s take a photo here!” 
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“Look! It's beautifuir Mrs. Chow pointed to a flower decoration consisted 
of many big yellow flowers, which belonged to the rose category. Her husband, 
Mr. Chow took out the camera immediately and snapped a picture for Mrs. Chow 
with the flowers. It seemed that something worth seeing was something worth 
photographing. Thus, when one suggested something was beautiflil, it implied 
that one wanted to have a picture taken at the same time. 
Whether the subjects used a direct or subtle way to ask for a picture taken, 
usually, after the shutter was released, they left that particular photographic spot 
immediately. I seldom found people trying to read or have a closer look of the 
tags about the names and attributes of the flowers, which they had just taken 
photographs with. It seemed that their experience or memory of visiting the 
flower show was merely confmed to taking photographs. The subjects offered 
two reasons of not having a closer look of the tags. 
'7r is impossible to stay there (the place where she just had the photo taken) 
any longer since there are so many people waiting to take pictures. I must leave 
there immediately and so, I don 't have time to read the tag. I don 't know what 's 
the name of the flowers that I took pictures with, but anyway, I get a picture with 
them. Like other people, we think that the flowers are beautiful and so, just want 
to have a picture taken. It 's very natural,” said Mrs. Chow. 
When I asked Mr. Ho, who was a 22-old and was at the flower show with his 
girlfriend, why he was in such a rush to go here or there to hunt for photographic 
spots without showing much interest in appreciating the flowers. 
“All I want is to take some pictures for my girlfriend with those beautiful and 
colorful flowers as the background. I've promised Amy Oiis girlfriend) to take 
some professional works for her so that she can send some photographs to her 
friends overseas. I don 't care what those flowers are or their names. Even if 
I've a look of the tags, anyway, I'm sure I will forget them very soon. I come here 
because I want to take some photographs. I don 't have time in admiring those 
flowers,'' he answered. 
It seems many visitors came for taking photographs, instead of experiencing 
the beauty of the flowers with their hearts. They did not care whether they had 
time to have a close look of the flowers, whether they had a chance to smell them, 
or what the name and species of those beautiful flowers was. Flowers meant 
nothing to them except as objects or background of photographs. Thus, 
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photographing seems to become a necessary or principal device for people to 
experience the flower show. Without camera, it seems that people would not 
enjoy or did not know how to enjoy their experience of visiting the flower show. 
The following case about Chow's family appears to be an excellent example to 
illustrate and reconfirm such notion. 
2. End of the Films, End ofExperiencing the World 
Like other visitors, Chow's family walked around the site and took lots of 
photographs. They reached the part called “Flower Decorations with Special 
Themes" (in this part, all the flower decorations were designed to imitate the 
famous architectures all over the world such as the Theatre in Sydney). After Mr. 
Chow finished taking a picture for his parents and Benny in front of a flower 
decoration imitating the Great Wall in China, the roll of fihns inside the camera 
was rewinding automatically. It meant that they had akeady taken 36-37 
photographs and it was time to install a new roll of films. 
“Oh, it's (the roll of films) finished,” said Mr. Chow while he was checking 
the camera. 
Senior Mr. Chow responded at once, “Okay, we can leave (the flower show) 
nowT 
Mrs. Chow echoed, ''Yes, we can drop off the roll to the photo developing shop 
across the street and have a tea in the restaurant behind. Let 's go.” 
“Why? We still haven 't walked the other part of the venue. (The venue of 
the flower show was divided into two parts: they were waUdng in the first part, 
which was mainly about flowers and so, won enormous cameras' attention. They 
had just finished 3/4 of that route. The other part was designed for the display of 
the winners in the competition of plants ( ^ S ) . Since there was no colorful and 
attractive flower, it was less popular.) Besides, we also haven 't finished this part 
yet. Why do we leave so early? I would like to walk around more:，complained 
Benny. 
'We 've already walked a lot and taken many photographs. Besides, grandpa 
and grandma are tired. Okay, let *s go to have tea, ” his father explained. 
On their way to the exit, they passed the remaining part of the "flower 
decorations with special themes." “Look! It's so beautiful I've seen it on 
television. I f I know that I will come across this, I would save some films so that I 
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can take photograph with it now,'' said Senior Mrs. Chow with a little bit 
disappointment while she found the flower decoration imitating the White House in 
US in front ofher. 
“There is a counter over there where you can buy films’” I suggested. Mr. 
and Senior Mr. Chow responded immediately, nearly at the same time (I do think 
there is no point for them to be so over-reactive), “No! No!” “One roll is 
enough. We\e already taken lots of photographs. Ifwe put in a new roll, we 
can 'tfinish it today,” Mr. Chow said. ''Yes, we 've already had many pictures with 
theflowers. Here and there (different photographic spots in the flower show) are 
similar. There are flowers everywhere and so, photographs taken at different 
spots will not make much difference,'' another Mr. Chow added. Then, they 
walked towards the exit. 
For me, I do think that the Chow family was interesting. At first, when they 
knew that the roll of film in their camera was finished, they decided to leave 
immediately. It confirms that camera was not considered merely as a recording 
machine in their case, instead, it was more likely to be a device for them to 
structure their exploration or experience of the flower show. By taking 
photographs, then, they could have evidence or proof that they had been there (the 
flower show). Even though later they could not recall any specifics of the flower 
show, they could still tell the others that they had joined it by showing the 
photographs. Therefore, without the camera, they thought there was no point for 
them to stay any longer. Without taking photographs, the event had become 
meaningless to them. 
Then, when I suggested that they could buy a new roll of films, they had 
vigorous objection. They strongly stressed that one roll was enough for 
documenting their experience in visiting the flower show. Then, how many 
photographs had they taken? It is not a difficult question even without joining 
their photographic activity. An educated guess is around 36-37. It is because a 
36-film roll provides around 36-37 photographs. 
Then, I wonder why they did not take 40 or 42 photographs in the flower 
show since they later on found that some flowers were beautiftil and wanted to 
have a picture taken there. The answer is obvious: these numbers exceed the 
number ofphotographs allowed by a roll of films. It seems that they did not care 
whether they take 36 or 37 photographs as long as only one roll was used. For 
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Chow's family, one roll of 36-film was enough in telling the story of their 
experience in the flower show, but not 40 or 50 pieces of photographs. How did 
they know that? Why did they have such conception? How do people know 
how many photographs they are going to take at a particular photographic occasion 
in transforming their life experience into "etemal" records? Or how many 
photographs are needed for the people to represent or tell the story ofthat stream of 
experience? 
Our Life Experience is Quantified Into Roll(s) of Films 
Everyone who has participated in any photographic occasion would find the 
following questions familiar: How many films are there left? Or how many 
photographs have we taken? Maybe you are the one who keeps on asking the 
above questions or if you are the camera-holder, you are the one who is asked by 
other actors frequently. No matter who asks the above questions or in which ways 
he or she asks the questions, such concem reveals that people are able to transform 
or used to think of their life experience in term of "numbers of frames" during the 
process of photo-taking. In addition, in transforming the continuous stream of life 
experiences into discontinuous and discrete artifacts, the photographs, people are 
showing their sense of how many "frames" are needed to capture such life 
experiences. Let us consider a few examples. 
1. Experience Per Roll 
Generally speaking, in term of numbers of films, there are two types which 
people use commonly: 24-shot and 36-shot roll. Since a 36-shot roll costs similar 
as a 24-shot roll or sometimes, maybe even cheaper^^ it is more reasonable and 
economical to use. Thus, people usually prefer 36-shot films. No matter a 24-
or 36-shot is used, the point is that the number of films provided in a roll seems to 
pre-determine or set the boundary ofhow many photographs are taken or needed in 
documenting different life stories at a particular setting. As a convenient 
structuring device, camera then helps to pre-set the number of discrete units that 
24 The boss ofa photo developing shop explained that the costs of a 36- or 24-film roll were nearly 
the same, but most shop owners would decide to mark them at the same price or sometimes, it was 
lower for a 36 one. It is because if people used a 36-film roll, then, probably, they would take 36 
photographs and so, more money was needed in printing the photographs and the shop could eam 
more money. 
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one can divide one's experiences at one setting. 
Taking the case ofChow's family above as an example, after they finished one 
roll, even though Senior Mrs. Chow wanted to have one more photo taken, she was 
not allowed. The reasons were: 1) the other members of the family believed that 
one roll was enough in documenting their story in the flower show, 2) if using a 
new roll of films, they could not finish it in the flower show and they did not want 
to leave the unfinished roll inside the camera. 
Whether one leams photography by having formal lessons or just reading the 
operation menu of the camera, there is no such regulation or guidance stating that 
in each photo-taking session, one must fmish the roll completely. It means that 
there is no technical constraint on how many photographs one could or should take 
every time. One can have the freedom to take as many photographs as he or she 
likes or wants, such as 26, 36, or 46. However, in addition to Chow's family, I 
find that many people share this common conception - they should finish the roll 
of films in each photo-taking activity and it is not so good to leave the unfinished 
roll in the camera. 
\n Ocean Park, Yvonne, who was the camera-holder, pleaded her friends, 
"There ,re still 10 films left. Oh, let's stop and take some pictures here:, It was 
the third time Yvonne asked them to stop and took some photographs on their way 
down the hill and towards the exit. It was around 5 o'clock in the aftemoon and 
Yvonne and her friends had spent a whole day in the Ocean Park. 
'We 've spent most of the time waiting for having fun with all the crazy rides 
and so we still have around 15 films left. I do want to finish them before we leave 
here (Ocean Park)," Yvonne said when I asked her on the way down the hill about 
why she was still so eager to take more photographs while they were in such a rush 
(they had scheduled to have dinner with other friends at 6 o'clock in Tsim Sha 
Tsui). Why did she want to do that? Why was it so important for her to finish 
the roll? 
“Taking one roll for our trip in Ocean Park isn ,t too much, right? I don 't 
want to leave the films in the camera. After the roll isfinished, we can develop it 
and have the photographs an hour later. Otherwise, I don ’t know when we 7/ 
finish the remainingfilms and have the photographs'' Yvonne said. 
At Jack's 9-year-old birthday party, he had invited his classmates. “Ah, 
there 're only two pieces of films left, let's take a group picture. Come on, 
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everybody come, please,'' Mrs. Yim, Jack's mother, asked the kids to come and 
finish the last two films of the second roll. Although Mrs. Yim had another new 
roll at home, she thought that these were going to be the last two photographs taken 
at the birthday party. When she realized this, she thought that a group photograph 
was needed. She offered similar reasons for such practice. 
'We 've taken enough photographs for Jack's party. Ifwe start a new roll, we 
can，t take another 36-film. I'm glad that I remember to ask them to have a group 
picture when Isuddenly find that the counter in the camera is '34, ”，she said. 
When people use camera to document their life stories, they often try to finish 
them in an integer of the number of roll. It seems that a roll of films provides 
boundaries on the extent of recording. For example, if a roll provides 40 films, 
then probably, one will have 40 photographs to document that particular photo-
taking activity or life segment. This discussion indicates that people have a clear 
conception or idea in capturing or transforming their life continuum into discrete 
"frames" during the process of photo-taking. They also know that in quantifying 
their life experience and stories, they can use number of"frames." 
2. Number of Rolls to Signify the Importance ofthe Experience 
Besides using “roll” or number of films as a unit to quantify the life 
experience in the photographic world, in most cases, the actors also have some 
ideas on how many rolls of films that they want for such transformation. It is 
obvious and reasonable that the more important a life segment is, the more pictures 
will be taken. Thus, we can predict that the number of rolls used in documenting 
a wedding ceremony must be more than that in attending a flower show. 
A professional photographer, Nick, who had taken photographs for over 60 
wedding ceremonies, told me that the average number of rolls used was around 12-
15 for each wedding. The specific number depended on how many relatives and 
friends the wedding couple had. He further explained that these numbers had not 
included the photographs that the wedding couple took in the studio before the 
wedding. 12-15 were the number of rolls of films only used in documenting the 
wedding day, which included the ceremony and the wedding bouquet. 
“For me, I do not think that I need so many photographsfor my wedding day, 
and I'm really afraid of the job of organizing them properly afterwards. It 
demands lots of effort. But working as a hired photographer in my clients ‘ 
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wedding ceremonies, since it's commonly recognized as one ofthe most salient 
events in one 's life, and so, generally speaking, my clients expect to have lots of 
photographs taken, I need to work very hard. The number of rolls taken is an 
indication of whether I've tried hard or noC he continued. 
However, although so many photographs were taken on a wedding day, Nick 
did not think that this salient event was worth so many photographs to be told as a 
story. “For security purpose, usually, I'll take the same photograph twice. Ifthe 
first one isn 't okay, for example, someone has moved or blinked, we can have the 
second. It means that among those 15 rolls, there are many duplicates. Besides, 
it seems that people don 't want to miss anything happened on the wedding day. In 
normal cases, /’// shoot photographs with varieties, but in ceremonies, taking the 
case of a wedding couple walking out of the church after the ceremony as an 
example, I've followed them and clicked the button three times. I do know that 
these three photographs are going to be very similar, but even ifthere is only a tiny 
difference, the clients would still want me to capture them,” Nick said. 
In this aspect, Amy, a graduate, shared similar impression about her 
experience of taking photographs with her graduation gown. She was a third-year 
sociology student and going to graduate in the coming summer. Now it was early 
April. The common practice for Amy and all the third-year students was that they 
rent the graduate gowns for around 4 weeks, from late March to late April. 
During this period, most of them would invite their families and friends to take 
photographs with them, even though in the coming November, when they had their 
graduation ceremony, they still had the chance to wear their gowns to take 
photographs. 
“The talking point of these few weeks is 'how many rolls of films have you 
taken?’ It's the standard question to ask other soon-to-graduate classmates no 
matter we meet in the hall or the canteen,'' Amy said. Then I asked her how 
many rolls she had taken. “The average number of rolls is 10. I've only got 3. 
It 's because for the last two weeks, I was \ery busy in writing my assignments and 
so, didn ,t have time. Thus, every time when I told the others that I'd only got 
three, they would have the same response immediately, 'Why did you take so few 
photographs? ’ So, I need to catch up!” she said. 
For me, I did think that 10 rolls were really a lot and so, I asked why they 
thought they should take so many photographs. “The record I've heard is 30 rolls. 
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I think 30 is really too many and unacceptable but 10 is reasonable and okay’,. 
Amy said. 
But later Amy added that maybe 10 rolls was a little bit too much since while 
she was looking at the photo albums of other graduating students about this photo-
taking event, she found that many photographs were very similar. “Actually, 
although the campus is very large, we usually have the photographs taken at some 
standard photographic spots such as in front of the university library or the 
university front door. Thus, even when taking pictures with different groups of 
people, we still go to similar locations, and every time, they 7/ ask us, the graduates, 
to take some 'single, photographs at these locations. Thus, afterwards, maybe 
we 'II have 5-6 'single 'photographs taken with similar backgrounds and sometimes, 
maybe with similar angle and posture. I don't think it's necessary to have these 
similar photographs taken again and again: she said. 
It seems that the graduates do not care whether the content of the photographs 
is similar, that is, there are many duplications, their concem is how many rolls of 
films they have taken or how many "frames" they possess later in narrating such 
salient event. Thus, the number of rolls of films used in documenting one's life 
segment becomes an indicator to signify the importance of that particular segment 
in one's whole life story. Further, from the above cases, we can also see that 
actors always possess a sense of "frames" in their mind. Without any difficulty, 
they know that they need to organize or divide their life experiences in particular 
ways, that is, different number of "frames" to capture a particular moment at a 
particular setting, and with particular "visual cues." As a result, one's life story is 
or can be told by these disjunctive artifacts, photographs. 
People "Imagine" to be the King in the Photographic Reality 
What I have developed so far is, one of the ways of getting one's life 
experiences reserved and told is to organize them into "frames" of photographs. 
In fact, besides possessing this perception in mind, most ofthe actors also possess 
some concrete sense of camera's “frame，，in their mind during the process ofphoto-
taking. In this part, I would like to introduce some cases about actors’ 
consciousness of the presence of the clear-cut rectangular boundaries, the "frame," 
in their mind, and discuss how it affects the construction process of the "frames" 
used in documenting one's life experiences. 
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Taking photographs is a way for one to transform one's life experience into 
records for “permanent” storage and collection. However, in this transformation 
process, usually, rather than documenting what one is experiencing in the reality of 
everyday life, in the camera's "frame," one tries to present his or her "imagined" 
reality. In this "imagined” photographic reality, one seems to be the king and has 
the power to decide who and what should be existed and who and what should not. 
In reading our life story in the "frames" of photographs, it seems that usually 
we can identify every actor present in the "frames." It does not mean that we 
know all the people in the world. Instead, it only indicates that we have power to 
exclude those undesirable actors (usually, those we do not know) from appearing in 
the camera's “frame.” The rectangular frame of a camera is a device for us to 
exclude the unnecessary and irrelevant components and to include those that are 
part of our desired "reality." For example, people often hide or put down their 
bags or coats before taking photographs. Missing these items - constituents of the 
reality of our everyday life 一 in the camera's "frame" does not mean that they do 
not exist in the real world, but they are not part of the "imagined" photographic 
reality. 
1. In One's Kingdom, There is No Outsider 
After the wedding ceremony, the wedding couple, Mr. and Mrs. Lo, all the 
guests and also the photographer left the Marriage Registry. They stopped at a 
park nearby and carried on the next important item in the agenda of a wedding day, 
taking photographs. While they were taking photographs, a woman with two little 
boys behind were passing by. Rather than continuing to walk straight, she pulled 
the hands of two boys and directed them to make a large detour in order to avoid 
coming near the place where Mr. and Mrs. Lo were taking photographs. 
Why did this woman have such reaction? She gave me a very short and 
simple answer and left immediately, “Because they're taking photographs!” 
Clearly, she thought it was such an obvious question and there was no point for me 
to stop her and ask. Certainly, I was not intending to bother her. Indeed, I was 
just wondering why she thought she needed to make a detour. Since the place 
where Mr. and Mrs. Lo were having the photo-taking activity was a public place, 
and so, everybody had the right to enter and walk across, including this woman. 
However, it seems that when a camera is present and the setting is transformed into 
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a photographic setting, even in a public place, the photo-taking activity can 
suppress the other ordinary activities such as “passing by.” Camera is thus a 
device to segment a public place and create a semi-exclusive zone. Since the 
woman shared the similar understanding about the transformation of the setting and 
so, she was voluntarily giving way to the people who were participating in the 
photo-taking activity. 
Actually, it is very common for us to have the photo-taking activities in a park, 
a restaurant, or other famous photographic spots, which are categorized as public or 
semi-public places. Thus, defmitely, if we take photographs at these places, there 
must be someone whom we do not know standing, sitting, or walking around. We 
usually label them as outsiders or extraneous actors, who are considered 
undesirable or unfavorable actors to appear in the camera's "frame" because they 
are "irrelevant" in our photographic reality. 
Indeed, not every extraneous actor is as sensitive as the woman in the above 
description. Sometimes, in order to avoid the presence of these outsiders in the 
camera's "frame," the actors involved in the photo-taking activity needed to be 
active and protect their "kingdom" from trespassing. 
While Connie and Fanny were standing in front of the entrance of the Ocean 
Park and waiting for Yvonne, the camera-holder, to release the shutter. Suddenly, 
Yvonne put down the camera and ran towards a man who was standing next to 
Connie and Fanny, about one and a half meters away. “Excuse me, would you 
mind move a little bit to your left-hand side, please. We're taking pictures. 
Thankyou,” Yvonne said to this man. “Okay!” the man answered and moved. 
Another example. When Jerry, with a camera in hand, was preparing the 
"frame" for his little brother, Jeff, a graduating student, and their parents, he found 
that there were two unknown graduating students appearing in right-hand side of 
the frame. He had two options: 1) asking them to go away or 2) moving and 
"framing" from a different angle so as to exclude them from the "frame." 
However, since he would like to have those beautiftil flowers as the background 
and he thought that the "frame” he was holding was the best, so, he had only one 
option. 
Instead of going by himself, Jerry pointed to Jeff and said, "7ow go!” By 
reading this signal, Jeff came in front of these two graduating students and said, 
“Excuse me. We ,re taking":. Without waiting Jeff to fmish, one of them reacted 
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immediately, ''Sorry, sorry. We don't know that you're taking photographs.” 
While saying this, she pulled her friend away. When Jerry was about to take the 
photograph, he still saw theie presence in the viewfinder. Then, he said loudly, 
“Excuse me. Would you mind to move a few steps more?" Certainly, they 
followed his request. 
With the presence of a camera, the setting is temporally transformed into a 
photographic setting and also, a private setting. It seems the actors involved in a 
photo-taking activity have the legitimacy to ask the "outsiders" to go away in order 
to avoid their trespass in their cameras' "frames," the boundaries of a private space. 
In most cases, these “outsiders” follow their requests, indicating a shared 
understanding of such transformation and consent to the request for such 
transformation. As I mentioned before, the absence of these extraneous actors in 
the "frames" dose not mean that they do not exist at that particular setting at that 
particular time. Instead, it only confirms that photo-taking is not a natural process, 
it always involves actors’ deliberation in constructing their "frames." 
Actually, being the actors involved in photo-taking activity, obviously, they do 
not care the presence of the “outsiders” at the same setting, as long as these 
"outsiders" do not step into the private domain defmed by the boundaries of the 
camera "frame." For example, in the above cases, these extraneous actors only 
needed to move a few steps to come out of the "frame." Of course, the camera-
holders or the subjects being photographed did know that these "outsiders" were 
existing and standing near by. 
Certainly, in some cases, there are really lots of people around and no matter 
where and how one makes the framing, there must be some “outsiders，，being 
captured in the pictures. Thus, it is impossible to ask all of them to go away and 
exclude their presence from the "frame." For example, many people who had 
visited Disneyland usually had a photograph taken in front of its entrance. With 
no doubt, there must be lots of tourists around and sometimes, when I looked at 
these photographs, I could hardly figure out who was the "protagonist" with the 
first sight. Then, why do people still want to have this kind of pictures taken? 
This is something about various social relationships being established in the 
photographic reality that reveal different life experiences. I will discuss this issue 
in details in the next chapter. Here, it is sufficient to point that if the situation 
allows, most people do not prefer the presence of those “outsiders，，in their 
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"frames." 
The subjects offered similar reasons of opposing the trespass ofthe extraneous 
actors in their camera's "frame." For example, “I don't know her (a passer-by) 
and don,t want her to appear in my photographs.” ‘7 want the photograph 
belongs to me totally, and I don ,t want the presence of someone in the photo, who I 
don't know.” All in all, no matter how they put their reasons in words, they 
convey the same message 一 “I would like to manage or sometimes, I am able to 
manage who exists in my ‘imagined，kingdom, the photographic reality." 
2. And There Is No Handbag, Too 
hi one's photographic kingdom, besides trying to exclude the "outsiders" from 
appearing in the camera's "frame," there are certain things which one also prefers 
to exclude. Actually, by having the clear-cut rectangular boundaries in mind, it 
enables the actors to carry out these conscious elimination or exclusion effectively. 
Mrs. Wong went to the flower show with her mahjong's friends. When they 
were taking pictures in front of a large flower decoration before entering the 
exhibition venue, they saw Mr. Wong passed by with several bags of meat and 
vegetables in hands. One of the ladies shouted, "Mr. Wong, where are you going? 
We're taking pictures with your wife'' Mr. Wong walked towards them and 
explained that he had just gone to the market and bought the meat and vegetables 
for making soup for dinner. ''Why are you here? Have you finished walking the 
flower show? It's so early.'' Mr. Wong asked. 'WeVe a long lunch in the 
restaurant and we just arrived. After taking pictures here, we '11 go inside. Ah, 
Mr. Wong, before you leave, maybe you should have a photograph with your wife,'' 
another lady suggested. 
Mrs. Wong went back to that flower decoration again, this time not with her 
friends, but with her husband. Mr. Wong was still having those bags of food in 
hands. Then, Mrs. Wong asked him to put them down first. He answered, “No 
need：' And turned his face towards the side of Mrs. Chung, the camera-holder, 
and continued, ""Mrs. Chung, you ,re going to photograph only the upper part ofthe 
body. Inside the ‘frame,, you can 't see the things I have in hand, can you?'' 
''Yes, Ican onlysee the upper parts ofyour body: Mrs. Chung answered. 
It seems very easy that if one does not want something to appear in the 
‘‘frame,，，he or she just needs to hide them away from the boundaries of the 
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‘‘frame.’，Inspecting the photo of Mr. and Mrs. Wong later as those who had not 
joined that particular "frame" construction process, we would not know that 
Wong's family had meat and vegetables soup for dinner that night since the bags of 
meat and vegetables did not appear in the photo. But for Mrs. Chung, she knew 
that as she was the one who helped in hiding those bags from the camera's 
"frame." Actually, besides bags of food, handbag or any kind ofbag that one uses 
to hold one's personal belongings is often an item to be excluded from the 
photographic reality. 
'Would you help me to hold the bag, please? Thanks!” This is a very 
common request during the process of photo-taking. Usually, the subjects being 
photographed would ask their friends, other actors involved in the photographic 
settings, to help them to hold and take care of their bags while they were appearing 
in the camera's “frame.，，Actually, even though the subjects may forget to do so, 
when other actors around noticing the subjects with their bags appearing in front of 
the camera, probably, they will say, “Let me helpyou carry the handbag" or "G/ve 
the bag to me.” 
It seems that people do not want to hold or have things in their hands when 
taking photographs. In one's everyday life, definitely, the handbag exists and is a 
very important personal item, with one's purse, mobile phone, and keys...inside, 
and I am sure one must feel very upset if he or she loses it. However, in the 
photographic reality, it means nothing and being considered redundant, irrelevant, 
or even intruding. Thus, the subjects prefer to exclude them from the camera's 
"frame" by hiding them or asking other actors to help holding them for a moment 
while they are appearing in the "frame." 
‘7 do think it's really terrible to have my bag on my shoulder while taking 
photographs. I can，t imagine what the photo would look like ifthe one wears the 
graduation gown with a handbag on the shoulder or at the back” one of the 
graduating students explained when I asked her why she thought she had to put 
down her shoulder-bag when taking photographs. Actually, besides her shoulder 
bag, this student also had two more bags with her costume, graduation hat, and 
other clothes inside. During the whole trip of taking photographs around the 
campus, her two friends helped her take care of these bags in turns in order to 
ensure that this student did not need to carry them when taking photographs. 
The standard reason of excluding handbags from the camera's "frame" is that 
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the subjects think that they do not look good if they have the bags in hand or on the 
shoulder. Thus, in the “imagined’，photographic kingdom, by hiding all the 
unfavorable things from camera's frame, one exercises the power of deciding the 
existence of different objects. Camera is a device not only for transforming the 
everyday reality to a photographic reality, for segmenting public place and thus 
creating a "private" zone in the public place, but also for exercising the power of 
creating photographic reality. 
By having the clear-cut rectangular boundaries in mind, actors in a 
photographic setting can decide what and who exist and what and who do not exist 
in the photographic reality. In the above section, I have discussed the cases in 
which the actors try to eliminate someone or something from the camera's "frame" 
and the photographic world. As I mentioned before, photo-taking is a way for one 
to capture and collect his or her life experiences in discrete objects, photographs. 
Thus, during the process of photo-taking, besides excluding those undesirable 
actors and things, the most important job is to decide what are going to appear in 
the "frames" in order to tell one's life story. 
Actually, getting someone or something to appear in the "frame" is as difficult 
as excluding those undesirable. It is a conscious construction process. For 
example, when a group of 20 people want to have a picture taken together, in order 
to ensure the presence of every actor in the camera's "frame," the photographer 
will keep on asking them to stand closer together. To ensure that one can use 
these "constructed frames" to tell one's life stories and experiences, during the 
process of photo-taking, one would try to include certain actors with certain things 
in certain ways. In the next chapter, I am going to discuss what kinds of objects 
are tried to be included in the "frames," and what kinds of relationships are tried to 
be established in telling different life stories in the photographic world. 
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CHAPTER 6 
HOW ONE'S LIFE STORY CAN BE TOLD 
lN PHOTOGRAPHIC "FRAMES"? 
-ESTABLISHn<G RELATIONSHIPS E^ THE PHOTOGRAPHIC WORLD 
Even though without reading the captions below each photograph describing 
what it is about, usually, one can easily identify or have an idea of what is 
happening in the photograph, no matter whether the photograph belongs to them or 
not. It is because usually, there must be someone or something present in the 
"frames," which act as cues, to tell the story of that particular life segment being 
captured in the photographic world. Having these cues appearing in the "frames" 
is not something natural for they are not something appear in the "frames" 
automatically. Instead, like excluding something from the "frames," during the 
process of photo-taking, actors，manipulation and deliberation is always needed to 
get the desired cues inside the boundaries of the "frames." 
hi order to get the story told, besides putting the cues inside the boundaries, 
actors involved also need to decide how they are going to appear. The "frame" of 
a photo slides a “moment” in one's life and one point in one's configuration with 
the environment for permanent possession. Such “frame，，is determined by and 
articulates the social ideas of the social relationships in everyday life. Thus, every 
time when taking photographs, that is, constructing the "frame" of a photo, indeed, 
one is constructing or reconstructing the social relationships at that particular time-
space coordinate oflife into a “proper’，way for camera's intervention. 
In the following discussion, I am going to highlight some general themes 
about various relationships being established and presented in the photographic 
world to visualize one's life experiences, which include relationships with the 
environment and relationships with other social actors. 
Where Am I? 
Establishing Relationships with the Environment and the Setting 
When one visits a place for the first time, the one says, “/ have never been 
here, would you help me to take a photograph, please?” It is so natural for one to 
have such a request. Actually, "I-have-not-been-here-before" is a very common 
and reasonable reason to ask for a photo taken. Thus, camera as a recording 
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machine can help us to produce evidence or proof that where we have been to or 
have visited. Taking “I-have-been-there，，photographs seems to be one of the 
most important functions of using camera in one's life. 
The typical example of a large amount of “I-have-been-there” photographs are 
taken is travelling. Nowadays, camera becomes an indispensable item to bring 
when travelling around the world. It seems that one cannot enjoy the pleasure of 
travelling without taking photographs. Thus, when most tourists visit some places, 
the first thing they usually do is not looking around by using their eyes, but taking 
out a camera and through its viewfmder. Visual experiences through one's eyes 
are aids to photo recording by cameras. Then, the photographs taken will offer 
absolute evidence that the trip was made and they had been to those places. For 
example, even though one knew or remembered nothing about the museum he or 
she had visited in Paris, he or she could still show the photographs taken in front of 
the museum and told others, “Look! I have been there.” 
In order to meet that requirement, that is, using photographs to show that he or 
she has been somewhere, these photographs need to be constructed in certain ways. 
First, in the photographic world, relations need to be established between the 
subjects being photographed and the environment or the setting in proper ways. 
In establishing relations between them, one needs to try to include both the subjects 
and environment into the same "frames" in order to tell the "I-have-been-there" 
story. Usually, the size of the places with which subjects want to establish 
relationships is huge compared with their size as a human being, for example, the 
Disneyland, museums or national parks. Therefore, in order to establish 
relationships between the two elements successfully, there are two major 
considerations: finding the right photographic spots to take photographs such as the 
entrances, and sometimes, sacrificing the size of the subjects. 
1. Considerations in Taking “I-have-been-there，，Photographs 
(1) "Prescribed" photographic spots 
In establishing relationships with the environment in the photographic world 
to show the places where the subjects have been, it is unnecessary for them to visit, 
collect images of, and take pictures with every comer of the location. Rather, the 
easiest way to achieve such goal is to have the subjects appear in the same “frame，， 
with some signs that index anchor identify the place. The signs can be a logo, an 
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icon, a building, a sculpture, or words. For the subjects, these "signs" can help 
them visualize and tell their story via photographic means. These "signs" are thus 
visual aids for story telling; they are also markers in the photographic world that 
one constructs with cameras. 
One of the most common signs, which subjects often prefer to establish 
relationships with in the photographic world to present their story, is the “signs 
with words.” For example, when a group of friends visited the Ocean Park and 
before they passed the entrance gate, one of them suggested to have some 
photographs taken in front of the entrance with the sign of Ocean Park and its icon, 
a seahorse in the background. When I asked them the reason of having these 
pictures taken (Was it something related to aesthetic reason?), Connie, one of them, 
answered, 'Wo, I don 't fmd that location or the background beautiful (the place 
where they stood for taking pictures). We took pictures there just because there is 
a big sign showing the name 'Ocean Park, and so, when we look at the 
photographs later, we know that we had been to Ocean Park." 
Li photographic settings, there are "prescribed" photographic spots, which 
help subjects to tell their story in the photographic world effectively. By having 
these "prescribed" photographic spots in mind, actors can save a lot of time in 
hunting different photographic spots to document their life story. For example, I 
followed a group of graduating students with their graduate gowns posing around 
the campus to take photographs. I found that they had clear conceptions about 
which spots they were going to establish relations in the photographic "frames" in 
order to tell the story that “I graduated from this university." Usually, each time 
when they finished taking photographs at a particular “prescribed” spot, there 
would be someone suggesting, “Let's go to... (another ‘prescribed，photographic 
spot) to take photographs!” 
Some “prescribed，，photographic spots in the university which most of the 
graduates must have developed relations with and had photographs taken included 
the entrance of the university library, the special sculpture situated in front of the 
library, the names and signs of different colleges and the university, and so on. 
How do they know that they need to establish relations with these settings in their 
photographs? It is because they are students of that university. They have spent 
years of their life in the campus. They have leamt about recognized markers of 
the campus and life on the campus and it has become part of their culture. ‘‘// 's so 
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obvious. Every graduate will take photographs at these locations. Taking the 
sculpture as an example, it 's a symbol of our university and so, even though I don 't 
find it beautiful, I also had a photo taken in front of it. Besides, in order to show 
that we are the graduates of this university, we would like to have pictures taken 
with the university 's logo and also the large stone plate showing the name of the 
university,'' Jimmy, one of the graduating students said. Therefore, when they 
tried to present their relations with the university from which they graduated, in the 
photographic world, rather than sitting in the canteen to take photographs, they 
preferred going to these "prescribed" photographic spots. 
Josephine, who was a secondary-school friend of a graduate and was invited 
by this graduate to take photographs on the campus, since she did not belong to this 
university, she knew nothing about its culture and also the “prescribed” 
photographic spots. After spending an hour posing around to take pictures on a 
hot day, they were tired. They decided to go to the canteen to have a drink. 
“Canteen is in this way! The left-hand side, not the right-hand side:, Josephine 
shouted and asked her friend, the graduate, to come back since she saw the sign 
showing the direction of the canteen. ‘7 know the canteen is in that way but 
before going to the canteen, I would like to have photographs taken at the entrance 
of the university first,” the graduate answered. It was a long detour to reach the 
entrance and for Josephine, it did not make any sense. “At first, I don 't know why 
we need to have such a long walk rather than sitting in the air-conditioned canteen. 
But when I arrived here, I knew the answer. It is because Jimmy (the graduate) 
wants to have pictures taken with that large stone plate showing the name of the 
university. However, you see, there are so many people waiting to have 
photographs taken with this plate and I think maybe we need to wait for about 5 to 
10 minutes. I'm so tired and thirsty!” Josephine said. 
Certainly, besides those "prescribed" photographic spots, the graduates also 
took pictures at other locations on campus based on their personal preference and 
reasons. For example, while Jimmy was on the way to another photographic spot, 
he suddenly found that the scene (a blue sky with a piece of green grass) in front of 
him was amazing and beautiful. Then, he stopped and said, “Look, it's so 
beautiful Let's have a picture taken here." Or another graduate who loved 
peony very much, when she passed the comer of a road with lots of peonies, she 
stopped and asked for a picture taken with them. 
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When one finds that some places or things are beautiful or touching and wants 
to have a photo taken with them, actually, at the same time, one is trying to 
establish relations with them in the photographic world. By putting the desired 
components and themselves present in the same "frame," the subjects have already 
succeeded in establishing such relations in the visual storage. Different people 
have different experiences and develop different aesthetic judgements of and 
attitudes towards the things they encounter everyday. Therefore, in my study, I 
am not going to investigate or understand why one thinks that peony is beautiful or 
what peony means to him or her. That is beyond the scope of the present study. 
Instead, I just want to suggest that when one encounters something beautiful, 
touching or remarkable, by having a camera in hand, one's first impression is to 
establish relations with them in the photographic world, and the way of having 
such relations established is to include them into the "frames." These 
photographs may not so much belong to the "I-have-been-there" type of 
photographs, but they are more about expressing one's personal attitudes and 
feelings towards one's experiences in life. 
Since different people have different aesthetic values and attitudes towards the 
things that they encounter, they will establish relations with different kinds of 
environment or settings and there are more varieties for this kind of photographs. 
However, for the type of "I-have-been-there" photographs, usually it is much easier 
for the actors involved to reach consensus. It means that in most cases, nearly all 
the actors know where to establish relationships with in producing the "I-have-
been-there" photographs. Therefore, the places that have been recognized as 
spots for taking "I-have-been-there" photographs are popular photographic spots. 
Here, the decision of relating one to this spot is not so much bound by people's 
different stories, aesthetic tastes, and attitudes. The decision is more 
epistemological, it is to produce evidence that they have visited certain places. 
The usually long queues at such spots indicates the broad sharedness of this 
principle in constructing a photographic world. 
(2) Sacrificing the size of the subjects 
Sometimes, besides spending some time in waiting for taking photographs at 
these “prescribed，，photographic spots, during the “frame” construction process, 
there is another concem in establishing one's relations with the environment 
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successfully. 
Mr. Chow's family was standing in front of a large flower decoration that used 
flowers with different colors to make a big sign “1997” at the entrance of the 
flower show. They asked a passer-by, also a visitor of the flower show, to take a 
picture for them. “Can you photograph the whole sign?” Mr. Chow asked. “If 
I include the whole sign in the photo, you will be very small in the photograph:, the 
man answered. “Doesn,t matter. Just photograph the whole thing,” Mr. Chow 
reconfirmed. Then the man directed them to move a few steps closer to the 
camera and explained such arrangement could increase their size in the photograph 
with the large flower decoration as the background. 
Obviously, if one wants to present the relationships between the subjects and 
the environment or setting in a photographic "frame," one should never take a 
close-up picture for the subjects but a distant shot. A close-up photo would not 
have much detail about the setting in which the subject is situated. By reading 
such photo, we would know nothing about where the subjects were or what the 
setting was. Therefore, establishing the relationships between the subjects and the 
environment in proper or successful way in the photographic world means that the 
subjects should appear in the "frame" with the desired components representing the 
environment or setting included in the same “frame." They are constrained to 
appear in proportionality. As a result, usually the size of the subjects is very small 
compared with the desired components such as a sculpture, a building, or the huge 
sign at an entrance, which can help to tell the story. 
When establishing relations between the subjects and the environment or the 
setting in the photographic world, the size and detail of the subjects have to be 
sacrificed to barter for the desired components of the environment into the "frame." 
Sometimes, maybe the face of the subjects even cannot be seen clearly because it is 
too small in the photographs. I asked Mr. Chow whether it was a problem that in 
the photographs, their faces could not be seen clearly. “/ don't think it's a 
problem since I know that it 's 'me ‘ in the photographs. I can recognize myselfin 
the photographs and that 's enough,” he said. 
The previous chapter has shown that by having the idea of the “frame，， 
boundaries in mind, subjects will keep on asking whether something is excluded or 
they have successfully excluded from the “frame.，，Here, we can see that subjects 
being photographed possess the same idea about the "frame," but with an opposite 
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attitude. They ask for confirmation about whether certain portion of the building 
or the environment is appearing with them in the same “frame.，， Both exclusion 
and inclusion are necessary components of constructing photographic frames. By 
establishing proper relationships with these signs in the photographic world, they 
have cues for recollection where they have been and what they have experienced in 
their past lives. 
Ken, a professional photographer, shared his only complaint from his clients, 
which was about the difference between the clients，and his conceptions about what 
should be included in the "frame." He told me that three years ago after he had 
had about 6 months of working experience as a professional photographer, at a 
wedding bouquet in a restaurant one evening, he was responsible for taking 
photographs to document such salient event in a couple's life. “It’s very easy to 
be the photographer of the wedding bouquet since it 's a very standard event and 
there are not so many decisive moments to capture and so, I can be more relaxed" 
Ken said. 
Actually, majority of the photographs taken at a wedding bouquet fall into the 
category of ‘‘hall” photographs (禮堂相)，which means the photographs which 
show the wedding couple and the guests standing in front of a piece of red board 
with six big golden Chinese characters showing the sumame of the groom and 
bride the Chinese word “囍” for double happiness. For Ken, he deemed that it 
was the easiest part. “AH I need to do is to wait for them to come and then make 
sure that every technical control is in proper way. I don 't need to move here and 
there. Once when I have set everything right, I just need to repeat the following 
procedures: countdown 'One, two, three' and then release the shutter:’ he said. 
However, one complaint occurred this evening. After the clients saw the 
photographs, asked Ken angrily whether he knew how to take photographs and 
refused to pay. They pointed at the “hall，，photographs and asked why Ken took 
the photographs that way. “At that moment, I didn 't know what was happening. 
The focus is sharp and the light is great and I can 't find any prvblem:, Ken said. 
Eventually, he knew that the reason that the clients were so unsatisfactory was that 
their surnames (the golden Chinese characters sticking on the red board) were not 
included in the "frame." ‘7 intended to exclude those words form the 'frame. ‘ It 
is because at that particular setting, it was a little bit rare. Those words were 
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hung at a higher position on the red broad than usual Then, in the camera 's 
'frame, ' I found that i f I included those words, obviously, I would need to make a 
wider shoot, which would then in turn make the composition in the ‘frame ‘ look 
unnatural or unacceptable. First of all, lot of space would be left on top and 
second, the subjects would look very small in the 'frame, ”，Ken explained. 
He further stressed that according to his aesthetic judgement, it would be a 
very bad photo with very bad composition if the words were included in the 
"frame." “At that moment, I didn 't think it was so important to include those 
words since I am sure they all knew who were getting married and their surnames. 
For me, I do think that the aesthetic design is more important but in this incident, 
I've learnt something. I realize that in most people's mind, those words are 
important and should be included in the frames. If I do so, even though the 
composition is not so satisfactory, nobody will complain,” he said. 
These cases illustrate that in order to include certain signs and arrange them 
properly in the photographic "frames" to tell a story, actors' manipulation and 
deliberation are always involved during the "frame" construction process. And in 
this process, social relationships centered on photo-taking were developed. 
2. Sometimes, "Props" Also Play A Role in Telling A Story 
hi establishing relationships with the environment or the setting in the 
photographic world to tell what is going on, sometimes, some artifacts (I define 
them as "props") may offer a help in making the relationships established 
successfully and explicitly if they are included in the camera's "frame." Although 
there are lots of things people always try to hide when taking pictures, there are 
also lots of things that people prefer to show up in the camera's “frame.，， 
For example, at a kid's birthday party, there was lots of food on the table with 
the birthday cake. The photographer, the birthday kid's father, asked his son and 
other children to get closer behind the birthday cake and had a photograph taken. 
He said, “Please put away other garbage and leave the birthday cake right in front 
ofyou.” Then, the children tried to push the ‘‘garbage” out of the camera's 
“frame.” They did not throw them into the rubbish bin but only tried to make 
them disappear from the boundaries of the camera's frame. They all knew that 
the “garbage，，here was not real garbage in the sense of their everyday life. In fact, 
all of them were their favorite food including potato chips, chicken wings, soft 
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drinks, chocolate... However, they were considered ‘‘garbage，’ in the 
photographic reality. 
On the other hand, the birthday cake, in the photographic reality, was 
something very useful. It had become a “prop’，or a sign to tell others that it was a 
birthday party if it was included in the camera's "frame." By having the birthday 
cake present in the camera's "frame," a relationship between the subjects and the 
setting was established. No one would care about the taste of the cake or whether 
it is a chestnut or black-forest cake. The cake has been transformed into a sheer 
sign for the story of a birthday party. 
Who Am I? 
Establishing Relationships with Other Actors 
In narrating one's life story in the photographic world, besides establishing 
relations with the environment or the setting to reveal where one has been and what 
one has experienced, it is also very significant for one to keep records of who has 
shared these experiences with him or her. Nobody lives alone, ln one's lifetime, 
at different stages, he or she will develop different webs of social relationships with 
other actors around. All these relationships are significant in different ways and 
to varying degrees in one's life story. 
Therefore, in the process of frame construction, making arrangement to 
establish proper relationships among different social actors does weigh heavily. 
Photo becomes a moment of social relationships interpreted and constructed 
through the camera's frame. Then, the question is how to present or visualize 
different kinds of relationships in the photographic reality. 
For one, establishing relationships with other social actors in the photographic 
world means to include them with him or her within the same boundaries of the 
camera's "frame." In most cases, people only take pictures with other social 
actors whom they know and have relationships with in their everyday life. As I 
discussed in the previous chapter, people always try their best to exclude those 
actors whom they do not know (I labeled them "extraneous" or "undesirable" 
actors) from appearing in the camera's "frame" with them. 
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1. Actors Appearing in the Same “Frame” Must Have “Real” Social 
Connections 
Thus, if we find in a photograph two persons sitting together and facing the 
camera with a smile, immediately, we will assume that they must know each other 
and the relation between these social actors is established successfully in the 
photographic world. Maybe they are good friends, colleagues, or family. If the 
background setting is an office, we will guess that they are colleagues; if at home, 
may be they are family members. The point is that having a photo taken together 
certifies and witnesses these two persons in certain kind of social relationship with 
some specific cultural meanings. 
For graduating students, they take photographs with their families, relatives, 
friends, and other graduating students; for the wedding couple, they take 
photographs with their families, relatives, friends, and colleagues; for a birthday 
kid, he or she has pictures taken with his or her family members, schoolmates, 
friends and so on. All these are so commonsensical and obvious that even one 
who has not conducted any research like mine can provide these interpretations 
immediately. 
Having different combinations of social actors appearing in the same 
photographic "frame" is to show that they are engaging in some kinds of social 
relationships in their everyday life and the photographic world simply "reproduce" 
such relationships for long-term storage. If at a particular point of one's time-
space continuum, one meets someone and develops some relationship, there is also 
a chance for them to have a picture taken together. Having such linkage built 
means that the two actors can categorize each other into their personal web of 
social relationships, giving each other a social label that is different from their 
“real” name. 
For example, at a wedding bouquet, it was around 9 p.m., time to start the 
dinner. I saw a man with a red tag ‘‘主婚人，，on the left pocket of his coat busy 
asking people, ‘‘Dinner will start! Let's stop playing mahjong and go there to 
have a photo taken.” While he was talking, he pointed at a piece of red board 
with the wedding couple standing in front of it. This man repeated his request 
three times to inform all the people playing mahjong at three mahjong tables. 
It tumed out that this man was the father of the groom and the people playing 
mahjong were his schoolmates from secondary school. Before dinner started, he 
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would like them, his friends, to have a photograph taken with the newly wedded 
couple. From people's facial expression, I guessed that some of them preferred 
playing mahjong to taking "this" photo. Actually, for the couple or for groom's 
father's friends, they did not know each other very well or even did not know each 
other's name. However, because of this man, a relationship between these actors 
was established in their everyday life and it also needs to be in the photographic 
reality. For the wedded couple, now in the process of photo-taking, they knew 
that they were not taking photographs with a group of unknown uncles and aunts, 
but with the “friends of their father.’，Then by standing with each other in the 
camera's "frame," this "temporary" social relationship was documented. One can 
imagine that later if the son of this couple saw this photo and asked who these 
people were, the answer would be, ‘‘They're friends of your grandfather'' Each 
person's name is thus subsumed by the label of a social category to which they 
belong and such label is part of the definition of the involving actors' web of social 
relationships. 
This case illustrates that a discemable social relationship in one's life provides 
the basis for people to appear together in a camera's "frame." In one's lifetime, 
one plays different social roles and develops numerous social relations with other 
social actors, some are fixed and permanent such as father and son, while some are 
more dynamics and volatile such as teacher and student or relationships between 
friends and lovers. The first consideration to decide whether two individual social 
actors will appear in the same "frame" is whether there is any social linkage 
between them. If the answer is positive, then the social relationship between them 
has a chance to be reconstructed and represented in the photographic world. By 
putting different social actors in the camera's "frame," one is notjust recording and 
visualizing but also legitimizing different social relationships. The social 
categories and relationships in the photographic world thus allow involved actors to 
tell their life stories that would be filtered through and structured by photographs. 
However, this does not mean that every time when a camera is in use, it is 
documenting and reconstructing every single social relationship between all the 
actors in the photographic reality. In fact, it is simply not feasible. Then on a 
particular photographic occasion, what social relationship is to be established in the 
camera's "frame" depends on whether it is the right kind for telling a right story, 
instead of whether one knows someone very well or has intimate relationship with 
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each other. 
2. Establishing Different Social Relationships to Tell Different Stories 
In different photographic settings, different life stories are to be generated in 
the photographic reality for long term collection. In different life stories, different 
types of social relationships between actors have different weight and importance. 
Correspondingly, in the process of constructing photographic "frames," different 
types of social relationships are to be established in photographs to visualize 
different stories. 
For example, even though family relationship is one of the most common kind 
of social relationships to be captured in the photographic world, sometimes, there 
are exceptions. Ah Hong was invited by his classmate, Jack, to his nine-year-old 
birthday party held at home. Before Jack blew out the candles on the birthday 
cake, his father asked his son's classmates (certainly, it involved Ah Hong too) 
came and had a picture taken together with Jack and the birthday cake. Actually, 
while they were having the party, there were also some photographs taken with 
different combinations of actors, like Jack with his family or Jack with other guests. 
Since Ah Hong and Jack sat next to each other in the class and were good friends, 
they also won a photo taken together alone with the present, a notebook, which Ah 
Hong sent for Jack. 
Certainly, there were many other kinds of social relationships we could detect 
or identify at this social setting, the birthday party, such as Ah Hong and his mother 
(mother-and-son relation), Hong's mother and Jack's mother (son-classmate-
mother). There were also many unknown stories, which involved different actors 
and relationships and were not recognized with my social knowledge. However, 
even though the mother-and-son relation between Ah Hong and his mother was 
very significant in both of their lives, and social relationships with high levels of 
importance always deserve camera's intervention, at Jack's birthday party, this was 
not the right kind of relationship to be captured. The point was actually well 
understood. Neither Ah Hong and his mother would even think of asking for or 
being asked by other actors to have a photo taken together to establish their 
mother-and-son relationship in the "frame" of a photograph. 
Let us look into some photographic occasions to see what stories are going to 
be told or visualized by establishing different types of social relationships between 
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actors in the “frames，，of photographs and who is or are the story-teller(s). You 
will fmd that most of the actors share a clear and similar conception about how to 
present different social relationships in the photographic reality in telling different 
stories. 
3. The "Protagonists" 一 Someone Who Should and Must Present in the 
“Frame，， 
To enhance and facilitate the understanding about the idea of establishing 
relationships between different social actors in the photographic reality to tell 
different stories, we can categorize the subjects being photographed into two types: 
the "protagonists" and the "non-protagonists." The “protagonists’，are those who 
appear in nearly all the pictures taken at a particular photographic setting which 
include the wedding couple on their wedding day, graduates on their graduation 
ceremony, birthday kids on their birthday party, and so on. They play the leading 
roles in the activities on the corresponding occasion and consequently they are also 
the leading characters in the stories told by photographs. All the people involved 
in these particular photographic settings know the special status of the 
“protagonists” and will not challenge this premise during the process of "frame" 
construction. 
(1) Focus of attention 
The "protagonists" of a photographic setting are always the focus of attention 
during the process of photo-taking. This means that during the “frame” 
construction process, they are the central subjects being photographed and also are 
given "privileged" sitting or standing positions. They also bear other explicit 
markers, e.g., dress-ups, as the leading characters in the constructed photographic 
world. 
As I mentioned before, some photographic occasions can be clearly 
recognized as being especially designed for certain individuals. For example, on 
a wedding day, obviously, the groom and the bride are the "protagonists" in this 
setting and also, the photo-taking sessions. Then, most of the pictures taken 
should include both of them or either one of them, and usually, in the central 
positions. However, it does not mean that they are going to take all the pictures 
alone. In fact, the pictures are taken to document or visualize the relationships 
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between the "protagonists" and other actors such as their family members, relatives 
and friends participated at that particular photographic occasion. Photographs are 
taken here to map out the protagonists’ web of social relationships. We may call 
them the “non-protagonists” or the supporting actors. 
Every time when someone engages in different photo-taking activities, he or 
she will first define the situation and perceive what is going on such as whether 
there is "protagonist" involved in the setting, and if "yes," who is or are the 
“protagonist(s).” After they have defined the situation, they will behave 
accordingly. For example, when facing the camera, the reactions between 
someone who had identified him or her as a "protagonist," a supporting actor or an 
ordinary actor, were different, 
“No! No! I'm not the ‘main actor‘ today! I don't need to take one,” 
Joan said to the photographer and refused to take a photograph alone. Actually, 
every time when Joan was asked to take a picture alone, she gave similar response 
immediately. This occurred at a photographic occasion, which involved three 
graduates, the "protagonists," and one "non-protagonists," Joan, who was a friend 
of the three graduates and had graduated last year. The three graduates included 
Irene, Joyce, and Maria. They all belonged to the Department ofEnglish, and had 
known each other since their freshmen year. Li year two, they joined a dancing 
club and met Joan who was then in year three, and the four became good friends. 
Last year, they had alsojoined Joan's graduation photo-taking session 
While I was doing my data collection in photographic settings which involved 
both the "protagonists" and the "non-protagonists," it was very common for me to 
hear the above excuse 一 "I'm not the ‘protagonist’ today!" 一 of refusing to take a 
picture alone from the “non-protagonists.” It seemed that actors involved in a 
photographic setting had a clear conception about their status and when they found 
they were not or should not be the "protagonists," they would feel uncomfortable to 
take pictures alone. 
Back to the case about Joan. When they were taking graduation photographs 
at The Chinese University ofHong Kong, they found a location near the University 
Library very beautiful. After they had taken a group photo together (that was, 
Maria，Joyce, Irene, and Joan), the photographer suggested everybody to have a 
single picture taken at this appealing photographic spot. They queued up one by 
one and until Joan. The photographer asked Joan, who was not identified as a 
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"protagonist" of this particular photographic occasion, to have a single picture 
taken at this photographic spot too. She refused immediately, and said, “Me too? 
No! No! I'm not the main actor today!! I don 't need to take one.'' When I 
asked her about her refusal, similar to the above discussion, she said that she 
perceived this photographic setting to be specially designed for the graduates and 
thought that it was not so proper for her to take a picture alone even though she 
also found the location beautiful. 
‘7，ve already had a group picture taken with all ofyou on this spot and so, I 
don't need to have one picturing myself aIone," she continued explaining to her 
friends, the three graduates. 
For the graduates, they all did not think that a "non-protagonist" should or 
could not take'a picture alone at this photographic occasion. “Come on, Joan. It 
doesn 't matter. Come and take one,” said Irene. Maria and Joyce also joined the 
persuasion. Eventually, Joan had a photograph taken alone with the same 
background as they did. 
Besides Joan, other "non-protagonists" joining different photographic settings 
also had similar responses when they were asked to take a single picture. For 
example, Joseph, the brother of the groom at a wedding, when being pointed by the 
camera, said, “Don't waste films to shoot me. Photograph the 'protagonists.'" 
When the photographer asked May, the church-mate of a graduate, to be the 
"protagonist" for a while and have a picture of herself taken, she replied, “Me? 
No, thanks. Maybe I take one with Mandy (the graduate). Mandy, come here. 
I want to take a photograph with you.'' Although different actors used different 
wordings and expressions, all of them conveyed the same message - "Fm not the 
‘protagonist，today. Don't bother to photograph me.” 
On the other hand, for the "protagonists," obviously, they do know that they 
are the focus of attention at that particular social setting and also during the process 
of "frames" construction at that setting. In fact, besides merely concerning about 
their own appearances in the "frames" of photographs, the "protagonists" are also 
very much concerned about their relations with other social actors and how to 
present or organize their relationships in the photographic world. 
(2) Anchor of the social group 
Other than being the focus of attention inside those particular photographic 
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settings, that is, appearing in nearly every picture taken, indeed, the "protagonists" 
also play an important role in designing and organizing the event of photo-taking. 
Before such an event starts, they have made some very important decisions, which 
influence the photographs taken later. 
Usually, there were many guests joining the wedding ceremony, sometimes, 
maybe over a hundred. The wedding couple was unable to take a picture with 
every guest individually since it was very time-consuming. On the other hand, it 
was also impossible to push everyone together inside the "frame" for taking one 
picture only. For graduating students, they encountered similar problems since 
usually, they would also invite lots of their fiiends and relatives come to take 
graduation photographs with them. Then, what kinds of arrangement do they 
make for photo-taking sessions to tackle the problems? 
A. The agenda of photo-taking 
][n order to solve the above problems, the only method is to divide all the 
guests and the social actors, who the "protagonists" want to have photographs 
taken with, into smaller social groups. Then, they can establish their relationships 
in the photographic world successfully. However, such division is not something 
casual or coincidental. Rather, it is something well planned and designed 
beforehand by the "protagonists." The "protagonists" act as the anchor used to 
classify the guests into small groups. I never found guests fighting with each 
other for the priority of taking photographs with the wedding couple or the 
graduates or having any argument about the social composition of the pictures 
taken. Although there were so many people joining the same photo-taking 
activity, instead of having any chaos, each participant knew when he or she would 
have the photograph taken and with whom. 
As I mentioned before, in the second semester of the final year, the graduating 
students could rent a graduation gown for about a month. Then, most of them 
became very busy in deciding their photo-taking schedule and who were going to 
have photographs taken with them on different dates. For example, the graduates 
could have the following plan: the first Saturday of March for taking pictures with 
classmates, Sunday for family members, the next Saturday with fiiends in 
secondary school, and so on. 
One graduating student told me that he with his graduation gown had taken 
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pictures with seven different groups of people on seven different dates. They 
include: his family, his girlfriend's family, the graduates in the same department, 
the graduates in other departments or friends he met while joining different 
activities in his college's life, his secondary school's friends, his primary school's 
friends, and friends from his church. He divided the social actors whom he 
wanted to or should take photographs with into different social groups and then 
established relationships with them in the photographic reality in separated photo-
taking sessions. He became the anchor of the social groups and decided to tell the 
story involving the different kinds of relationships in the photographic world. 
''It's really a hard job. It demands lots of thinking and efforts of 
arrangements to schedule the photo-taking dates and invite different groups of 
people to come. I need to make many phone calls to see for example whether all 
of my invited church-mates can join the same photo-taking session I have planned. 
Otherwise, I need to re-schedule the date or make re-arrangement with other 
photo-taking sessions to see whether I can switch them:, Thomas, a graduating 
student said. For wedding couples, they would make some more specific 
arrangement ofbeing the anchor of the social groups. 
For the ceremonies held at church, each guest is given a pamphlet, which 
gives a rundown of the ceremony, the prayers said and the songs sung at the 
ceremony are printed. On the last page, usually, it shows the "agenda of photo-
taking (拍照程序)，” that is, who are going to have pictures taken with the 
"protagonists," the bride and groom, first and who come next. However, it does 
not mean that the photo-taking agenda was detailed enough to list the name ofeach 
guest and when they would have pictures taken with the wedding couple. Rather, 
it only listed the categorization of the guests according to their status and 
relationships with the "protagonists," the wedding couple. For example, some 
common categories included the groom's family, the bride's family, the groom's 
secondary school friends, the bride's secondary school friends, the groom's 
university friends, the bride's university friends, their colleagues, their church-
mates... People belonged to the same category would have a picture taken 
together with the wedding couple. 
Such categorization divides the guests into smaller social groups for taking 
photographs. It was not something casual or spontaneous. Instead, the wedding 
couple had planned it carefully and printed the categorization on the agenda 
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pamphlet. The groom and bride seemed to be the anchor of such social grouping 
and that of the list printed under the agenda. They controlled the social 
composition of each picture taken at the ceremony. According to their own 
classification scheme and understanding about the social relationships with other 
actors, they divided the guests into different social groups. By reading such 
photo-taking agenda, guests would find out which category they belonged to and 
would act accordingly. 
When I asked several wedding couples whether it was difficult to design the 
agenda of photo-taking, all of them told me that it was easy compared with any 
other wedding-related matter since theyjust followed the example of other couples. 
One of the wedding couples I met, Mr. and Mrs. Tai, thought that no matter who 
were going to get married, taking photographs with their family members, relatives 
and friends seemed not having much room for variation. Therefore, the agenda of 
photo-taking in different wedding ceremonies was similar. 'We can copy nearly 
everything from the agenda ofphoto-taking set by one of our friends, who had just 
married three weeks ago. We only needed to make some tiny amendments such as 
replacing the names of our friends ‘ secondary schools, universities and, working 
organizations with ours:, Mr. Tai said. 
Actually, even without the hard copy of the agenda of photo-taking in hand, 
most of the actors would have one in mind. When I visited other wedding 
ceremonies that had no religious rituals and were held at the marriage registry, it 
was clear to me that even though the wedding couples had not written down the 
photo-taking agenda, during photo-taking, the guests were also divided into small 
social groups according to their different status and relationships with the 
“protagonists.，， Usually, the hired professional helped by asking or directing 
different groups of people to come and have a photo taken with the wedding 
couple. 
“It,s standardized to ask the groom 's family taking photographs with the 
wedding couple and then, the bride 's family, followed by the two families together. 
It 's a common sense. Everybody knows that. However, since I don 't know the 
status of other guests and their relationships with the wedding couple, sometimes, I 
will ask the wedding couple who else they want to take photographs with For 
example, they will answer, 'My colleagues,, or 'My friends., Then, I'll say loudly, 
*Bride 's colleagues come and have photographs taken please. ’ I don ,t know who 
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are the bride 's colleagues, but they would come by themselves,” Joe, a professional 
photographer I met in a wedding ceremony said. 
Besides the photographer, the other social actors joining the photographic 
occasion also share a strong sense of which social category they belong to and act 
accordingly during the process of photo-taking. For example, in one wedding 
bouquet, following the usual pattem, the guests first went to congratulate the 
wedding couple and had a photo taken with them. Then, they would go and join 
other social activities such as playing cards or mahjong or chatting with other 
guests until dinner began. Here, the elder sister of the bride arrived with her 
husband and two kids, her sons. Following the ordinary practice, the bride's elder 
sister's family as a unit had a photo taken with the wedding couple. Later, the 
bride's other family members arrived which included her parents, her little sister's 
family (she had got married) and the small brother. The elder sister asked her 
parents to take photographs with the wedding couple first and then, the whole 
family which included the parents, her own family, her little sister's family, and the 
small brother. Afterwards, the little sister suggested that she and her husband 
would like to have a photograph with the bride and groom. After the shutter was 
released, the elder sister pulled the small brother with her to the photographic spot 
and said, “Let our sisters and brother have a picture taken together” Thus, the 
groom and the little sister's husband left the “frame.，， Afterwards, this time the 
little sister made another suggestion, “Maybe we, the three sisters, have a picture 
together." 
This elder sister altogether then had eight pictures taken with the 
"protagonists" at the wedding bouquet. I have already described four in the above 
paragraph. Later on, she was in the camera's "frame" with different combinations 
of social actors with the wedding couple or one of the "protagonists:" the bride's 
relatives with the wedding couple, the groom's and the bride's family together with 
the wedding couple, bride's mother with her three daughters, and the wedding 
couple's schoolmates from the university. 
The point I would like to make is that even though a person only had one 
physical body, but he or she can have different social status and engage in different 
threads of social relationships with different social actors. Therefore, when the 
“protagonists，” the wedding couple, classified the social actors into different 
groups to have pictures taken, the camera as a recording device is used to construct 
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a web of different social relationships to be shown in the photographic world. 
The discrete photographic frames match the distinction of different social 
categories. 
B, Order: Keying the concentric circle of the relationships 
Being the anchor of the list, the "protagonists" also needed to arrange the 
groups in a proper order. The agenda of photo-taking on the one hand, enhanced 
and facilitated the smooth operation of the photo-taking session, on the other, 
reflected or signified the conceptions of different social relationships possessed by 
the anchor of that particular photo-taking activity. The order, that is, the priority 
of photo-taking, would reflect certain cultural values and embedded meanings. 
The web of social relationships established in the photographic world is a 
concentric circle of relationships radiating from the "protagonists," such as the 
bride and groom or the graduating students, reflecting varying degree of social 
proximity. Photo-taking then becomes a “keying，’ activity for such concentric 
circle ofsocial relationships. 
At one wedding, one of the bride's best friends was waiting for the photo-
taking session. From the agenda, she found that she belonged to the category of 
“other guests'' which was at the bottom of the list. Since she was in a hurry to 
get back to work and did not have time to wait, she decided to join the photo-taking 
session of another social group/category printed on the photo-taking agenda: 
Bride 's secondary schoolmates. 
The bride did not feel very positive about her act. “She (her friend, Nancy) 
does not belong to that group of people. I only learned the mismatch after the 
photographs had developed and suddenly, said 'Ah! ‘ when I sa\^ her appearing in 
that photo with my secondary schoolmates,” she said. The bride continued that 
this girl was a very important friend for her. They met when the bride worked for 
her first job in a shipping company after the graduation. “It was seven years ago 
and at that time, she was a fresh graduate too. We became very good friends and 
always had lunch together and went shopping together after work Then, she 
found a new Job and me too. However, we still have contact sometimes. 
Although we can 't see each other frequently since we are very busy, we are close 
friends. We have a lot of sharing together: 
Even though Nancy was an important friend for the bride, such importance did 
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not reach the level for her to have the bargaining power for a higher priority in the 
photo-taking agenda. Since in the agenda of photo-taking, there was no such 
category named "the bride's best friends” or "the bride's past colleagues," and so, 
Nancy was grouped into the category “other guests." It is possible that in the 
bride's everyday life, the bride's family did have a more intimate relationship with 
the wedding couple and maintain a closer social proximity of them than Nancy did, 
still, the family won a higher place in the photo-taking agenda. 
There were some patterns in the agenda of photo-taking of several wedding 
ceremonies that I observed. For example, family members and relatives of the 
wedding couple took the pictures earlier than wedding couple's friends. It seems 
that family members and relatives are near the center of the concentric circle while 
other friends or colleagues are in some outer circle. Even in the photo-taking 
setting sessions where there was no written agenda, for example, at a kid's birthday 
party, we could still find a similar pattem of the photo-taking order. The first 
photo taken was having the birthday's kid standing in front of the birthday cake 
with candles. Then, actors around suggested his family members, including his 
parents and his little brother come and have a photograph taken with him. 
It seems that the photo-taking order could reflect the social proximity between 
these social actors and the "protagonists." The one who develops a more intimate 
relationship with "protagonists," he or she is more important would win a higher 
priority in the photo-taking agenda to transform their social relationship in the 
photographic world. The notion of social proximity is deeply embedded in our 
culture and affects the order and importance of reconstructing varying social 
relationships in the photographic world. Another factor, which also exerts 
influence on the “keying，，activity of visualizing the concentric circle of 
relationships in the photographic reality, is the traditional values or rituals. 
t i all the ceremonies I had observed at the church, the first group photograph 
taken was the wedding couple with the choirs and the host of the ceremony (主禮 
人）on stage. 
One ofthe hosts of the ceremony, priest Lee, guessed the reason for being in 
the first photograph. “/ think it is because of convenience. The choir and I won 
the first place in taking picture with the bride and groom since we are on stage. 
The photo-taking session begins right after the ceremony and usually, takes place 
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at the stairs in front of the stage. We are the nearest ones to the photo-taking spot, 
and so, we take the picture first with the wedding couple,'' he said with a smile. 
‘7 haven 't given serious thoughts about why the first photograph should be for 
us to take with the priest and the choir. Everybody does the same thing when I 
looked at others，wedding pamphlets for reference. In my understanding, I think 
that it's a way to show our respect and gratitude to them by having the first 
photograph taken with them. They 've helped us a lot in preparing the whole 
wedding ceremony and I'm really grateful^ said Mr. X, the groom. 
As I mentioned before, the photo-taking order can reflect or signify the 
conceptions about different social relationships possessed by the anchors. 
Although it may not be part of the involving actors' conceptions, reproducing such 
relationships in photographs still reflects certain values and meanings embedded in 
our culture. The actors simply follow the cultural rituals or practice. 
There is another example. Groom's family would have photographs taken 
with the wedding couple before bride's family; groom's relatives before bride's; 
groom's colleagues before bride's; groom's university friends before bride's; 
groom's others friends before bride's other friends, and so on. It seems that 
besides having priority of taking photographs with actors with different social 
proximity (for example, family first and then friends), at the same level of the 
concentric circle, there is an order too: the social actors who belong to the groom's 
web of social relationships always won the priority over the bride's. 
‘7 don 't think that it ’s a problem or unfair. There must be someone who 
takes photographs with us first and then others follow. Besides, there 's not much 
difference of taking the photographs earlier or sooner but it seems to me that in the 
Chinese culture, men are still being recognized as more powerful than women. 
Thus, it's so natural to have his family and friends in the higher places in the 
photo-taking agenda than mine,” Mrs. Cheung, a bride said. 
Although Mr. Cheung, the groom, did not think that nowadays in Hong Kong, 
there was any serious problem in the equality between men and women, but still 
there were some traditional values and cultural rituals that favor men. “Like some 
people who still prefer a baby-boy to a baby-girl. It seems that in our Chinese 
culture, men are having a superior status than women. Even though practically 
speaking there is no difference between taking photographs a little bit earlier or 
sooner, but symbolically, by having the priority of taking photographs first, it 
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seems to show that men are superior:, he said. 
In brief, photo-taking is a way to transform one's life experiences into a 
photographic world. During this transformation, all the social relationships 
existing in one's everyday life reality will be reconstructed and re-established in 
the photographic reality. At the same time, cultural values embedded the process 
of taking photographs in such highly ritualistic settings will be followed and 
brought out. They in tum affect the process of constructing photographic 
"frames" and consequently the varying social relationships in the photographic 
reality. 
(3) The anchor fades into the background 
Although the "protagonists" should be included in the “frame,，’ it was their big 
day and the pictures taken at that particular photographic setting were more 
important for them than to all the other actors involved, it does not means that they 
are the boss in deciding how to take pictures. Sometimes, these “protagonists” are 
transformed into part of the backgrounds during the "frame" construction process. 
As I discussed before, the "protagonists" are the focus of attention and the 
anchor of social groups during the process of photo-taking. They are "privileged" 
in "frame" of photographs. When a wedding couple stand in their "privileged" 
position at the popular photographic spots for typical wedding-day photographs, 
other social actors would take tums to come near them to appear in the same 
"frame." Usually after one picture was taken, the wedding couple only needed to 
stay in the same position and waited for other social actors, the supporting actors. 
During the process, the wedding couple as the "protagonists" would take a number 
of pictures at the same location with the same standing position and usually the 
same posture and facial expression but with different supporting actors. When 
one looks at the photographs later, sometimes, he or she may find it difficult to 
differentiate who (the supporting actors) were appearing in the same "frame" with 
the "protagonists" since all the photographs were so similar with the same 
background and the "protagonists" standing in the same position. In recording 
and showing various "supporting actors" with the protagonists, such photographs 
have transformed the latter into part of the background and made salient of the 
fresh faces in each frame. 
In fact, while I was observing such pattem of the supporting actors taking 
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turns to have photographs taken with the “protagonists，” I strongly felt that the 
"protagonists" were fading into the background. They did not need to do 
anything but remained still. It was like the situation that I have described at the 
beginning of this chapter about people taking "I-have-been-there" photographs at 
popular photographic spots. It was like the case where lots of people waited for a 
popular photographic spot in the flower show. They queued up one by one and 
then to go near the flower decoration and establish relationship with it in the 
camera's "frame." 
It seemed that the “protagonists” became analogous to popular photographic 
spots and so other social actors came to take "I-have-been-there" photographs. 
Then, afterwards, the actors can use the photographs to tell others that they had 
joined this particular social occasion, the wedding ceremony, and the photographs 
become evidence. 
Another similarity I can find between the construction process of the "I-have-
been-there" photographs and the "fading-into-background" photographs is that 
taking photographs provides the social actors an opportunity to walk close to the 
photographic spots. For example at the flower show, since there were so many 
people waiting to have photographs taken at those "prescribed" photographic spots, 
after photographs had taken, the actors should leave immediately and could not 
stay any longer to have a close look of the flowers with which they had taken 
photographs. Taking photographs with the "protagonists" at a wedding provided 
similar observation. 
Photo-taking session was a chance for the guests to come close to the wedding 
couple, and have a small talk with them. During the whole wedding day, the 
couple would be very busy and usually did not have much time to talk with the 
guests, especially those guests who did not belong to the inner circle. Therefore, 
during the whole ceremony, only in the photo-taking session, the actors could come 
close to the wedding couple, and usually, they would grab the opportunity to 
congratulate the wedding couple, and talk with them. ''Congratulationr “How 
are you?” and ''You (the bride) look very beautifulT were the most common 
expressions I had heard when the actors came close to the wedding couple to have 
photo taken together. 
Since the time of staying with the "protagonists" was so limited and valuable 
(just until the photographer released the shutter), so, usually, the supporting actors 
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would keep on talking with the “protagonists” until the photographer gave a signal. 
Then, they would stop talking and face the camera and wait for the photographer to 
state the magic command, "Okay, ready, one, two, three” Afterwards, these 
supporting actors needed to leave immediately since there were others waiting to 
take photographs and establish relationships with "this" photographic spot with the 
“protagonists.,. 
Another type of "protagonists," the graduating students, also had similar 
experiences of being the background while taking their graduation photographs 
with other social actors. Usually, when they find the desired photographic spots, 
the "protagonist" would go there and have a photograph taken. Then, the other 
actors would have photographs taken them. Similar with the case of taking 
photographs with the wedding couple, the supporting actors here go to the 
photographic spots one by one or group by group, and the graduating students 
usually would remain constant and wait for their tum. 
Since the graduates would like to have their significant others to share their 
accomplishment and store this life segment in the photographic world, they invited 
them (their families, relatives and friends) to join the photo-taking activities. By 
doing so, they turned their photo-taking activity into a social gathering in that the 
invitees could have a chance of meeting one another. Sometimes, they may have 
not seen each other for a long time and this particular photo-taking activity 
provided them with an opportunity or a very good reason to get together. One of 
Jimmy's friends from secondary school, told me that they (the friends from 
secondary school) had not seen each other for more than half a year. 
“I treat it (the photo-taking activity) as a reunion of old students of the 
Cognitio College (a secondary school). We haven 't seen each other for a long 
time. So we have lots to talk about and want to know each other 's recent 
conditions. I was so happy when I received Jimmy 's call a week ago inviting me 
to join this photo-taking activity and I had an immediate expectation of meeting all 
the old friends at this photo-taking activity,” he said. 
From the above discussion, we can see that the reproduction of the social 
relationships between two types of social actors in the photographic world 
successfully requires having both of them in the same camera's "frame." Indeed, 
different configurations in the representation of such relationships in the 
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photographic world can be achieved by position arrangement, actors' posture such 
as their sitting or standing positions or their bodily contact such as whether their 
hands were holding together or not. I will explore this area in the following 
section. 
4. How Do the Social Actors Appear in the Camera's "Frame?" 
Besides having all the desirable actors present in the same photographic 
"frame," during the “frame’，construction process, the participating actors will 
appear in the "frame" in particular ways, thus enabling the presentation of a story 
about the "proper" relationships between different actors. 
(1) Central positions Vs Periphery positions 
Being the focus of attention in a particular photographic setting, besides 
winning a high frequency of appearing in the camera "frame," the "protagonists" 
always have another privilege when taking photographs - that of standing or sitting 
in the middle among the subjects being photographed. In my field observation, I 
noticed that when making such spatial arrangements, usually, the "protagonists" 
were given as the central point. There was a consensus that the central position 
was superior and more important than the periphery. Thus, in order to signify the 
special status of the "protagonists," they were always situated in the middle when 
taking photographs. 
“Why should the wedding couple stand in the middle among the actors when 
taking photographs? I've never thought about such question. Am... It's very 
obvious. They are the 'protagonists ‘ and so, certainly, they should stand in the 
middle:，said Ken, one of the professional photographers I interviewed on a 
wedding day. Then, I continued to ask, “Does it mean that standing in the middle 
represents the special status of the wedding couple?” “Definitely，the central 
positions are their (the wedding couple) ‘franchised positions. ‘ Actually, when 
taking wedding photographs, arranging subjects ’ positions is the easiest thing to 
do than catching the decisive moments of the happenings around or checking the 
light meter. As I mentioned before, the 'protagonists ‘ have their 'franchised 
position ’ and no one will challenge or complain about this reservation. Then, my 
job is just to arrange the others to stand or sit around the wedding couple and 
make sure all of their faces can be seen. Afterwards, I count down from three 
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before releasing the shutter,'' he answered. 
Jacky, another professional photographer I met at a wedding, agreed that it 
was very easy to arrange the subjects' positions for photo-taking and added, "All 
the time the wedding couple are standing in the middle in a group. Everybody 
knows that, and I don 't need to give any directions or commands. They would not 
compete for the central position. Instead, they will just come near the wedding 
couple and stand aromd.” 
When taking photographs, the "protagonists" are the main focus and reference 
point for a photographer to make arrangements for sitting or standing positions. 
For "non-protagonists," the picture is totally different. Usually, they knew very 
well about the special status of the "protagonists," and their own role as supporting 
actors in that particular photographic setting. The following examples can help to 
illustrate the clear conception possessed by the "non-protagonists" about the setting 
that they were attending. 
Jack had his nine-year-old birthday party held at home and invited some 
relatives and twelve classmates to come. Before Jack blew the candles on the 
birthday cake, his mother, Mrs. Yim, asked him to have a picture taken with his 
friends right in front of the cake. Jack's little brother, Simon, who was seven-
year-old, joined this photo-taking session and his mother asked him to go and stand 
besides Jack. When he was next to Jack, he asked his elder brother, “Can I 
exchange the standing place with you and have the birthday cake right before me? 
I would like to have the burning candles in front of me^ Jack cried immediately, 
“Definitely not! Today is my birthday. I must stand here. You can ask Mum. ” 
“Simon, today your elder brother is the 'protagonist. ‘ Let him stand in the 
middle,'' Mum explained. “Okay, Mum, I know that. But when I have my 
birthday party later, I also want to have a photo taken before a birthday cake 
together with the burning candles’” Simon said with despair. 
Simon told me that he knew his elder brother was the "protagonist" of the day 
and so, he had not asked again for the standing position and urged his mother to 
make arrangement. Otherwise, he would fight with Jack for the thing he wanted. 
From the above discussion, we knew although Simon was such a small kid, he also 
knew the conventional relationship to be recorded by photographs. Even though 
he really wanted to be in front of the burning candles for pictures, he knew that he 
had to give the place to his brother. 
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As I mentioned before, the central position possessed symbolic meaning and 
so, the “protagonists” standing in the middle signifies the special and important 
status of them at that particular photographic setting. If in a setting where a 
"protagonist" was involved, everyone clearly knew the conventional rule and 
normally, no one would compete with the "protagonist" for the central position. 
The case described below was the normal and common observation I had made 
during my data collection. 
Joan, the lady I had already introduced, was a friend of three graduates and 
had graduated the year before. When they reached the university library, they 
wanted to use the library as a background for their picture. They were standing in 
front of the library and making some adjustments about their standing positions for 
taking photograph. 
"Oh, I'm not standing in the middle. Maria, you come here. I exchange the 
place with you, ” Joan said. 
“It’s fine. Don 't need to move and exchange the place with me'' Maria, one 
ofthe graduates, replied. 
''Yes, you just remain in your place. It's okay;, Joyce, another graduate 
added. 
While Joyce was talking, at the same time，Joan made one step to her left-
hand side, and pushed Maria, who was originally standing next to her left, to the 
middle position. Joan still insisted that she was not going to stand in the middle 
when taking pictures. Although all the “protagonists’，involved agreed that they 
did not mind Joan standing in their "franchised" position for taking pictures, for 
Joan, she did not feel the same and thought that she had no right to stand in the 
middle for taking pictures. 
“Ishould not have the middle position since it is regarded as an important and 
special position. I feel uncomfortable when standing there to have pictures taken. 
I agree that maybe I am a bit over-sensitive about this. But I think I must alert 
myselfthat I am not the 'protagonist，today. I like taking photographs a lot and I 
am used to be the focus'' Joan explained her reaction described above. 
In one of the wedding bouquets I had attended for conducting the field 
observation, I had an interesting observation about three persons, the groom, the 
bride and a bride's friend, discussing and making compromise and adjustment 
about their standing positions for taking picture. They had switched their standing 
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positions three times in front of the camera. 
Josephine arrived at the restaurant at about eight o'clock in the evening to join 
the wedding bouquet of her best friend, Ah Yee, the bride. Josephine and the 
bride had known each other since they were in their secondary school. "Initially, 
I'm her (Ah Yee) bridesmaid today. But I was in LA for the past six weeks for a 
business trip and just arrived this morning. I miss the chance of being her 
bridesmaid. I'm really sorry’” Josephine said when I asked her about her 
relationship with the bride. ''Yes, we have each other promised long long ago that 
ifwhoever gets marry first, the other will be her bridesmaid’” Ah Yee continued. 
Their close relationship affected not only the interaction with each other, but also 
their interactions with other actors. 
Since Ah Yee and Josephine were good friends, they wanted to have a picture 
taken together without others, including the other "protagonist," the groom. 
“Today is Ah Yee's big day, I want to have a picture taken with her, only us，” 
Josephine stressed. 
''Congratulation, “ Josephine hugged with Ah Yee immediately when she 
arrived. 
"Thank you. Thanks. Come on. Let's take a picture,^' Ah Yee said while 
pulling Josephine toward the standard photographic spot at the wedding bouquet 
held in a Chinese restaurant, the red background with several big golden Chinese 
characters. While they were walking toward the photographic spot, the groom 
was walking toward the same direction, too. Since Josephine and Ah Yee did not 
want anybody to intrude into their private "frame," Ah Yee pushed her husband 
away and told him to keep away from the place they were going to have the photo 
taken. 
However, for the groom, he did not know the secret and intimate relationship 
of his wife and Josephine. For him, he thought that he was also the "protagonist" 
of the day, and so he wanted to appear in every photograph taken. “At first, I 
didn 't know Josephine is my wife 's best friend. Then, I thought that today meant 
that we, Ah Yee and I’ two persons became one, and so, certainly, we should take 
the picture together. I don't know why she pushed me away'' he said after the 
photo-taking session during my interview. 
Because the groom insisted on joining the picture taken for his wife and 
Josephine, Ah Yee said, ‘‘Let us take one picture first andyou join us for the second 
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one” After the photographer counted three and released the shutter, he came to 
stand beside Josephine. This meant now that their standing positions were bride, 
Josephine, and groom. Actually, the groom did not intend to go to Josephine's 
side. Since he stood closer to Josephine than to Ah Yee while waiting for the first 
picture to be taken, then, when it was his tum, he just walked naturally to 
Josephine's side. The photographer repeated the same procedures for second time. 
Right after the "click," Josephine shouted, “Let’s take one more” This time, she \ 
gave her central position to Ah Yee by pushing her to the right and stepping toward 
the opposite direction. After they had settled down, the photographer clicked the 
button again. It was the third time. 
‘7 think that I have no right to split up Ah Yee and his husband I think that 
they should stand together for every picture. It's their big day and they must 
stand in the middle for pictures，” Josephine said afterwards. For the wedding 
couple, they told me that they did not mind Josephine standing in the middle for 
taking a picture and they were not even aware that Josephine was having their 
"franchised" or "privileged" positions and split them up when taking the second 
photo. 
Since different actors had different conceptions about the relationships with 
each other and the meanings signified by different standing positions when taking 
photographs, thus, sometimes, they had conflicts and needed time to reach a 
compromise. This time, such negotiations made Josephine and Ah Yee taking 
photographs three times and the groom twice. Sometimes for the purpose of 
quality guarantee, double photographs would be taken for the same group of actors. 
However, this time, it was due to the different conceptions among the actors 
involved about the social composition and who should have the central position in 
the photographic world. 
There was no doubt that the "protagonists" always won the focus of attention 
at a particular photographic setting. Besides appearing in nearly every picture 
taken and standing in the "franchised" position, the "protagonists'" superior status 
was further articulated by having the power to affect others' positions in the 
photographic world. The actors' posture and positions in photo-taking was not 
something natural. Rather, manipulation and cooperation were always involved. 
If the “protagonists” want to win the central “franchised” positions, they need the 
help or cooperation from other supporting actors who are supposed to stand or sit 
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in the periphery region. 
For example, when a couple has a picture taken, usually, they will stand or sit 
next to each other. Most of the people would agree that they should stick together 
when taking pictures. However, when they join the photo-taking session on a 
wedding day with the presence of the "protagonists," something different would 
happen. In order to maintain the central positions of the bride and groom, that is, 
letting the “protagonists’，in the middle of the camera's "frame," this couple as 
supporting actors might need to split up. One of them would find the 
photographic position next to the groom while the other on the side of the bride. 
On this occasion, only the wedding couple must stick together with the 
"privileged" position. The other supporting actors need to compromise in order to 
achieve the proper and desirable "frames" in which the relationships among the 
actors can be established in "proper" ways. 
Through the viewfmder of a camera's "frame," the photographer could 
distinguish between the central and periphery regions. If the photographer find 
that the “protagonists” are not situated in the middle, he or she would try to re-
arrange some supporting actors' photographic positions until they are evenly 
distributed on the two sides of the "protagonists." In such re-arrangement, the 
photographer seldom need to ask the "protagonists" to move to the central 
positions. Rather, he or she would only manipulate other actors' positions to 
achieve the goal. 
(2) Sitting and standing to show respect 
“Let’s move two chairs here for Dad and Mwn:, a man told someone close to 
him while the photographer was moving a chair by himself. It was a wedding 
bouquet in a restaurant and the groom's family was going to have photographs 
taken with the wedding couple. It was a big family and there were 17 people 
standing at the standard photographic spot waiting, including the "protagonists." 
Mtially, when all ofthem came close to the photographic spot and appeared in the 
camera's "frame," the photographer said that it was better for them to split into two 
rows since there were many people. Then, he suggested that it would be better for 
someone to have a seat in the front row. The man who asked someone to help to 
move two chairs into the boundaries of the "frame" was the uncle of the groom and 
his "Dad" and “mum” were the grandparents of the groom. 
106 
Who are going to sit in the front row in the camera's "frame?" This uncle's 
have already told us. The seats were designed for the grandparents and there was 
no objection from all other participators. It was an obvious and natural decision 
not because the grandparents were too old and they could not stand and needed a 
seat. Rather, it was a way to signify their senior status in the family and a way of 
showing respect. 
After grandpa and grandma had sat down, the photographer looked through 
the viewfinder again and said, “Maybe having two more people to sit in the front 
row'' This time, the uncle and a lady (the groom's elder sister) voiced their 
opinion at the same time. The first word they said was "Mwm" from the lady and 
“Sister” from the uncle. In fact, they were referring to the same person 一 the 
groom's mother. Together with her husband, they were given a seat in the front 
row. “No，Uncle Kiu (groom's mother's elder brother) is older than me and so, 
it's better for them (Uncle Kiu and his wife) to sit in the front row'' groom's 
mother said. Uncle Kiu refused and said, "You 're groom 's mother and so, have 
the seat” While the groom's mother was saying, “But you 're older...,'' the 
photographer interrupted, '7r 's better to have both ofyou sitting in the front row'' 
Then，in the camera's "frame," we have six senior members of the family sitting in 
the front row with the wedding couple situating in the middle of the second row 
and the other actors on both sides. 
Actually, even though there were not so many people trying to appear in the 
"frame" at the same time, many agreed that only the groom or bride's parents 
should have a seat when taking pictures. It seemed that in presenting or 
signifying such relationship in the photographic world, sitting and standing was the 
most "proper" way. However, the sitting-and-standing relationship was not only 
confined to visualize or signify the parent-offspring relationship, but also used to 
tell the story about who were the senior members in a particular social group in the 
photographic world. ‘7 think it 's a way of showing respect to the people who are 
more senior and have higher status than me,'' a groom said. Therefore, besides 
the grandparents or parents, there were also other social actors who would have a 
seat, such as uncles and aunts, while the wedding couple standing behind them. 
However, you would never witness such scene when the wedding couples take 
photographs with their friends even when there are lots of people appearing in the 
camera's "frame" at the same time. It is because they belong to the same social 
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category and cannot be differentiated with seating or standing posture. 
Joan, a graduate, told me that taking photographs with her parent was a faster 
process than with her friends. “Besides standing or sitting together to have the 
photographs taken, the only variation I have when having photographs taken with 
my parent is that they would be sitting in the front row and then, I and sometimes, 
with my younger sister standing behind. But when taking photographs with my 
friends, since there 's no standard way of presenting our relationship, we are more 
creative and there are more variations. We need more time in designing our 
positions and postures,” she said. It seems that sitting vs. standing is widely 
recognized a standard or "proper" way to disclose senior-and-junior relationships 
in the photographic world. 
Reducing the Social Proximity between Actors 
In the Photographic Reality 
After highlighting some main observations in building various relationships 
between actors and setting as well as among actors, I would like to offer a broader 
picture about this story. They are, 1) photographs are not merely correspondence, 
with or of, the reality of our everyday life, but constitute their own “world，，which 
has its own structure; and 2) human construction and manipulation are always 
involved in the process of photo-taking in order to produce this photographic world. 
Being the author of this story and afterjoining numerous photographic occasions to 
verify such premises, I strongly believe that the photographic world is a 
"constructed" world, and to certain extent, it is imagined to be a "better" world. 
By having the concrete boundaries of the camera's "frame," people acquire 
the power to exclude all the undesirable artifacts or actors from the photographic 
world. In the "imagined" photographic reality, one seems to be the king and has 
the power to decide who and what exist and who and what do not. For example, 
people try to hide or put down their bags or coats before taking photographs, or ask 
the extraneous actors to go away from appearing in the camera's "frame." 
Excluding these substances in the camera's "frame" means that they are not and 
will not be part of the "imagined" photographic reality. 
Further, since most people have a strong conception about what life segments 
or experiences deserve camera's intervention, selective life stories are presented 
and reconstructed in the photographic world. By selecting or having patterned 
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choices of participants, settings, and topics to establish relationships with in the 
camera's "frame," a ‘‘biased，，life story is told in the photographic world, and 
usually, it is a nice story, reflecting more of one's dream than one's life situation. 
People always prefer capturing happiness to sadness, success to failure, positive to 
negative... In most of my cases, most of the actors put up a good face before the 
camera. It seems that there is no bad or sad moment in one's life if we equate our 
everyday world to the one presented in the "frames" of photographs. 
However, my aim here is not to make a detailed comparison between these 
two "worlds." Instead, I just want to add something about the belief I am holding 
in dissecting and understanding the photo-taking process - it is a process in which 
people try to establish various relationships with the environment and with other 
social actors in camera's "frames" in order to get their life experiences and stories 
transformed and told in the photographic world. 
Generally speaking, people tend to reduce social distance or proximity with 
other social actors when establishing relationships with them in the photographic 
reality. It seems that the social relationships between actors established or 
presented in the photographic reality are always "better" or more intimate than 
they are in the actors' experiences in the everyday reality. For example, usually, 
it is common and natural for people to stand close to each other when taking 
photographs. If a group of people (e.g. more than ten) want to have a photo 
together, in order to ensure the presence of everyone in the boundaries of the 
camera's "frame," the photographer will keep on asking them to get closer until in 
the viewfmder, he finds everybody. Therefore, besides standing very close with 
each other, sometimes, the actors will even have some physical contact. 
In our everyday life, normally, we only stand very close or have physical 
contact with the actors whom we are having intimate relationships with. The 
distance we maintain with other social actors is a way to signify varying degrees of 
intimacy. However, when establishing relationships with the social actors in the 
camera's "frame," such criterion about social proximity is temporarily suspended, 
or at least the metric of this criterion is significantly reduced. Li the photographic 
world, we often "fail" to maintain the "proper" social distance we usually have 
with other actors in everyday life. When two people are appearing in the 
camera's "frame," no matter what their relationship is, if there is a gap between 
them, the photographer will ask them to close it. Most of us will agree that it is 
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so natural to stand or sit close to each other when taking photographs but not in 
other daily interactions. 
In other words, when constructing the camera's "frame" to present or 
visualize the relationships among the actors, people are conscious to use some 
more explicit ways to tell the story about such relationships. Then, for example, 
when two brothers have a picture taken together, their mother would ask the elder 
brother to put his arm over the shoulder of his little brother in order to show their 
intimate relationship. Or when friends have a photo taken together, it would be 
natural for them to put their arms over each other's shoulder. It seems that by 
having such physical contact in the camera's "frame," it could help to reveal their 
"good friends" relationship in the photographic reality. Maybe in the everyday 
life, they seldom have such bodily contact. 
Further, if some actors are being recognized as being engaged in an "intimate" 
relationship in their life, then, a more conscious deliberation would be found in 
establishing such "intimacy" in "frame" construction process. For example, when 
the photographer takes photographs for a wedding couple, he would instruct or 
remind them to hold each other's hands tightly. Sometimes, actors around would 
urge the groom to kiss the bride by shouting loudly, “Kiss her! Kiss her!” when 
the camera is pointing to this wedding couple. Even though without these 
"kissing" or "hugging" photographs, we all know that they have intimate 
relationship. However, the photographic world needs the “proof’ of such 
relationship in such expressive acts or gesture. In our conceptions, there are 
"proper" ways to present various social relationships in the photographic world. 
Without the aids of many other visible signs for various social relationships, in 
photo-taking sessions, actors have to resort to posture, position arrangement, 
gesture and so on as signification devices in the photographic world. 
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CHAPTER7 
THE PROCESS OF CONSTRUCTDTO CAMERA'S "FRAME" 
- • E R A C T I O N S AND NEGOTIATIONS BETWEEN ACTORS 
In the previous chapter, I employed the concept of "keying" in discussing the 
reproduction and representation of various social relationships in the photographic 
world. Actually, "keying" is not confined m applying a frame to transform one's 
everyday life experiences into "frames" of photographs, it is also a process for the 
participating actors to act out the patterned and recognized social relationships at 
the particular social setting of photo-taking. 
Photo-taking is a social activity that involves the participation of a number of 
social actors and varying power relationships among them in constructing the 
social setting itself, the photographic setting, and also the photographs. Each of 
the participants is playing a specific role at a particular photographic setting. 
They are related to one another in some specific and patterned manner, some are 
engaged in “prescribed’，relationships (e.g. mother and son) while others are in 
temporary relationships (e.g. the wedding couple and their hired photographer). 
No matter what kinds of social relationships the actors are engaged in, in addition 
to developing a consensual "frame" of the photographic setting and the desired 
photographs, their actions and interactions during the construction process also 
articulate and reveal the social hierarchies and relationships, cultural norms, and 
values possessed by the actors. 
This chapter is about the explication of power and the manifestation of power 
revealed in photo-taking and the "frame" construction process. I am going to 
discuss how the participants “act out" their roles, where one's power comes from 
and also how the varying power relationships evolved among the participants 
influence the communications and interactions in constructing the photographic 
setting and "frames." 
Putting On Certain SigniHers to Signify One's Status 
As I mentioned before, every participant plays a specific role at a particular 
photographic setting with certain degree of power. Their role relationships enable 
and also are revealed by "proper" ways of communications and interactions among 
actors in producing a photographic product based on their shared conceptions and 
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for shared purposes. Sometimes, in order to signify one's status and manifest 
one's power in a particular setting, some actors would be conscious in putting on 
certain explicit signiflers such as special dress-ups or situating themselves in some 
"privileged" positions, especially if the kind of power the actors possess is 
temporary and only confined in that particular setting. After they leave that 
particular setting, the power that they possess will be expired. 
1. Protagonists' Special Dress-up 
The "protagonists," besides being the focus of attention or the anchor of the 
social groups at a photo-taking session, also possess another privilege - having an 
opportunity to put on specially designed dresses. It is also a way for them to 
signify their special status in the particular setting that is especially designed for 
them. Examples include a graduation gown and a wedding gown. Such special 
dress-up makes them feel that they are the "protagonists" of that particular social 
setting. It also helps them to become easily identified by others and to resume 
their roles in the interactions with other actors at that particular setting. Thus, 
even though one does not know anybody in a setting, one can figure out who is or 
are the "protagonist(s)" immediately by the their appearances. Further, these 
special and specific dress-ups will become one of the crucial elements in the 
pictorial world later. 
One aftemoon, I followed Mandy and her friend，Tako, who went to Gold 
Coast in Tuen Mun to look for a professional photographer, Leo, recommended by 
their friends to take a series of professional work for them. Such kind of photo-
taking activity is regarded a fashionable and trendy photo-taking activity for 
youngsters, especially females. Usually, they pay around HK$180-300 for a 
professional photographer to take a roll of films for them. Mainly, the "hired" 
professional photographer will teach and direct their clients to pose, to control their 
facial expressions, to imitate their idols or models in fashion magazines and other 
printed media. Gold Coast, Kowloon Park and Hong Kong Park are the hot 
photographic spots for such kind of photo-taking activity. 
In this case, Mandy and Tako made themselves into the "protagonists" of this 
particular photographic setting. It was because, according to my definition above, 
they became the ones who would appear in all photographs taken at this particular 
photographic setting and all the actors involved (that is, including the professional 
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photographer) knew this premise. This meant that Mandy and Tako paid for 
transforming themselves into the "protagonists" in that particular photographic 
occasion. 
After we had walked around for about fifteen minutes, eventually, in the front 
of a photo developing shop, we met Leo, the professional photographer, who had 
just finished one job, just dropped off a roll of films in the shop to develop and 
print. When Mandy told him about us coming, without asking our name or 
having a casual glance of us, he just said, “The restroom is over there. How many 
costumes have you brought? Have you put on make-up yet?'' 
I was surprised by his reaction. It seemed that the dress-up of the subjects 
being photographed was an important factor for taking photographs, at least the 
photographer thought so. For Mandy and Tako, unlike the graduate or the bride 
who has some special and tailor-designed dresses for the occasions, they could 
wear anything they liked including the casual wear. However, for the 
photographer, he thought that as the "protagonists" of the photographic occasion, 
they had to dress up for the camera. He told me，“Since they (his clients) all know 
that they are going to face the camera and record their 'best'faces, they are well 
prepared to be the protagonists with makeup, which maybe they don 't wear often, 
and dress-up, which they pay effort to choose: 
1) Dressing the gown for camera 
Certainly, taking photographs is not the only reason for the "protagonists" to 
put on the specially designed dresses. Sometimes, these dresses are formal, 
official or traditional, coded as being appropriate for attending different ceremonies 
or occasions. For example, graduates need to wear their graduation gown for 
attending their graduation ceremony and taking class photographs. Otherwise, 
they will be disallowed to attend the ceremony or to join the photo-taking session. 
This is the official dressing code. 
The graduation gown is heavy, hot, and uncomfortable to wear. Besides, in 
order to go with the gown, graduates also need to wear black leather shoes or high-
heeled shoes, instead of their running shoes. Certainly, it is not regarded as the 
proper and suitable dress for hiking or walking around. Actually, after the 
graduation ceremony, the graduates no longer need to endure the discomfort 
brought by the gown. They could take it off. However, they still wear it for a 
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much more important reason - taking photographs. 
Other than the photo-taking session right after the ceremony, the graduates 
also need to spend several days for taking photographs with their families and 
friends. Usually, the graduates are allowed to borrow a graduation gown for a few 
weeks and the graduation ceremony was held within this period. During these 
few weeks, they would invite their relatives and friends for taking graduation 
photographs with them and their graduation gowns. Even though it is not 
compulsory to wear the graduation gown for taking photographs, every graduate 
wears it as a uniform. 
All the graduates I had interviewed agreed that it was a must to take the 
graduation photographs with the graduation gown. One graduate, Tom, told me 
that if without the graduation gown, the photographs taken would become 
meaningless since nobody could recognize later that these photographs were taken 
to capture and freeze one of the salient moments in their lives — graduation. It 
meant that the graduation gown became an important and necessary sign in the 
photographic world to mark the achievement and milestone in one's life. 
Therefore, even though it is very inconvenient and uncomfortable for the graduates 
to dress with the gown climbing up and down, and scouting around the campus for 
different photographic spots for a whole day, none of them would try to take it off. 
I had encountered a case that a graduate even had to put on the graduation gown 
twice a day only for the sake of taking photographs. 
The graduate, Thomas, after taking lots of pictures (around three rolls of films) 
with his family members which included his grandparents, parents, two sisters, two 
uncles, an aunt, two nephews, and one niece for the whole moming (from 10:00 to 
13:30) in the university, took off his gown and sat down to have a rest. About ten 
minutes later, one of his uncles arrived unexpectedly who was supposed to be 
working until late aftemoon and so, could not come and join the photo-taking 
session in the moming. This uncle explained that one of the appointments was 
cancelled and so, he came to see whether he could meet Thomas and other family 
members before they left and had a picture taken with Thomas, the “protagonist.” 
Thomas was very surprised and delighted. He rushed back to the restroom 
immediately, and took all the troubles to put on his graduation gown again. I 
looked at my watch. It took him almost 20 minutes to do so. 
“Frankly, I do think that it 's really troublesome to put the gown on. Since 
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it's a little bit oversized, I need to use around ten pins to fix and hold it in the 
proper position, especially the shoulder part, in order to avoid it slipping down and 
look smart. I can ’t do it by myself. Usually we (the graduates) need assistance 
from others’” said Thomas. 
The graduation gown was a crucial element and sign to signify graduation in 
the photographic world. Thus, even though it was troublesome to put the gown 
on, all graduates insisted to wear the gown for taking photographs. By wearing 
the gown, one could tell others that he or she became the "protagonist" at that 
particular photographic setting and so, they should win the attention of the 
photographer and also, the camera. 
2) Having photographs taken with different dress-ups 
Besides graduation, wedding day is another common social occasion that 
involves “protagonists，’，the wedding couple, with special dress-ups and a 
photographer for taking photographs to record the details of such a salient event. 
Usually, the wedding couple wears the wedding gown in westem or Chinese style 
for the wedding ceremony in the morning. Then, for the wedding bouquet in the 
evening, the bride wears Chinese-styled wedding gown (褂）first, and then, during 
the midway, she will change her dress a couple more times into westem-styled 
evening gowns. For the groom, from the beginning till the end, usually, he 
remains constant with his three-piece suit and a tie. 
The wedding day is a big day for the wedding couple. Although both of 
them are the "protagonists" of the day, they do not get equal attention and 
popularity in the photographic world. In my observation, I fmd that the frequency 
of the bride's appearance in camera's frames was higher than that of the groom's. 
Except those pictures that included both of them, the bride was the subject being 
photographed in most of the remaining pictures taken. Usually, these remaining 
pictures captured the images of the bride alone or the bride with her relatives and 
friends. 
Joseph, a professional photographer, who had had twelve-year experience in 
taking photographs on a wedding day. He was responsible for taking photographs 
for Mr, and Mrs. Lee's wedding. He also agreed that the bride always won more 
attention than the groom during photo-taking. He estimated that a bride appeared 
in over 95% of the photographs taken on a wedding day while the groom's 
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appearance was just around 70-80%. He deemed that the reason for such 
unbalanced popularity was embedded in the different dress-ups of the two 
"protagonists." 
Joseph explained that obviously, bride's dresses were much more attractive 
and beautiful than groom's three-piece suits. The design of wedding gown for the 
bride, no matter the westem-style or Chinese-style, was unique and special and no 
other costume would resemble such designs. Most of the women treasured the 
opportunity of wearing the wedding gown very much since most likely they only 
wore it once in their life. Therefore, they would like to have more photographs 
taken for them to memorize and capture their rare and special outlook. 
"I've never dreamed that I can wear such an elegant and beautiful dress. I 
feel I like a princess. Definitely, I want to have pictures documenting this 
“princess’ look, and so I can let my children see them later,” Mandy, one of the 
brides I interviewed, told me. 
''Further, during the whole wedding day, usually the bride will change her 
dress two or three times, some even four times for dresses of different designs, 
including the wedding gown in western and Chinese style, plus one or two evening 
gown(s). Every time when the bride has changed her dress, it is very common 
that the guests will come and ask for a picture taken with the bride, even though 
they 've already been together for a picture before. It seems to me that they want 
to have a picture taken with the dress rather than the bride herself,” Joseph said. 
I had also come across such scene in my field observation. At Mr. and Mrs. 
Lee's wedding bouquet, one of the bride's friends, Miss X，came and typically, the 
first thing to do was to have a picture taken with the wedding couple. After the 
photographer released the shutter, I heard the following conservation between Mrs. 
Lee and Miss X. 
“Congratulations! You look fantastic! I'm sorry I can't Join the wedding 
ceremony in the morning. How was it?” Miss X said. 
“It was great! But I was very very tired, ” Mrs. Lee answered. 
“I think I like the western-styled wedding gown which you wore for the 
ceremony this morning than the Chinese one," Miss X said. 
“Me too. But I also like the evening gown and I am going to put it on later" 
Mrs. Lee said. 
“ What 's the color ofthat?” "Purple. ” Mrs. Lee replied. 
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‘7 love the color of purple too. It should be very beautiful, right? I must 
have a picture taken with you later after you haveput on this charming purple 
evening dress，” Miss X said with admiring glances. 
Actually, besides Miss X，there were other guests who also asked for another 
photo taken with the bride after she changed her gown. However, as I mentioned 
before, the groom only wore his three-piece suit for the whole bouquet and in my 
filed observation, I had never encountered any guest who requested to take a 
picture with him because ofhis dress. 
From the above discussion, there was no doubt that why the bride always won 
higher popularity and more attention than the groom during the process of photo-
taking. It seems that a new dress then becomes a signal for certain action, a 
stimulus to take photographs or an urge to document such new dress-up in the 
photographic world. Costumes won the attention of camera and people wanted to 
shoot the costumes rather than the person who wore them. Although the 
"protagonist" was still the same person, bride with the same face and the same 
body, when she was in a different dress, people thought that it was necessary to 
have another photo taken with "it" — a different dress or gown. 
2. Markers of a Professional Photographer 
When we see a person holding a camera in hand, we know that he or she is the 
photographer at that particular photographic occasion immediately. In fact, in 
most cases, we could also differentiate at the first sight whether he or she is a 
“professional” photographer or not by his or her dress-up and the camera holding in 
hand. 
Since the inception of camera, camera manufacturers have been competing for 
reducing its size and developing highly automatic and user-friendly models. 
Nowadays, modem camera technology invites anyone, even a small child, to take 
pictures with promised quality by just clicking a button. However, in some photo-
taking occasions such as wedding ceremony, most of the people still think that it is 
necessary and proper to hire a professional photographer. 
I visited four wedding ceremonies which all involved the participation of a 
hired "professional photographer." The market rate for hiring a professional 
photographer for taking photographs at a wedding is around HK$3,000 to 
HK$5,000, excluding fee for re-printing photographs. Besides taking pictures 
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during the wedding ceremony at the church or the marriage registry, the 
photographer also needs to work while the groom is on the way to the bride's home, 
the bride's home, the groom's home and finally, the wedding bouquet in the 
restaurant in the evening. Usually, about ten to fifteen rolls of films will be taken 
during the entire wedding proceeding depends on how many relatives and friends 
the wedding couple got.^ ^ 
When one hires a professional photographer or when the friends introduce one 
to him or her, probably, one will not give the photographer any technical 
examination or quiz to test or assess whether their knowledge about photography or 
photo-taking qualify them to be professional photographers. Then, there must be 
some other attributes one has found with this photographer which make one as the 
boss believes that he or she has hired a professional photographer before he or she 
can see the "professional" works taken by the “professional” photographer. 
1) Pay for the anonymous 
People pay for professional photographer's services. All the wedding 
couples I met agreed that it was worth to hire a professional photographer for 
taking pictures on their wedding day. When I asked whether they thought the cost 
of hiring a professional photographer was a little bit high, Mr. and Mrs. Lam, one 
of the wedding couples I interviewed, said if they had saved a few thousands 
dollars for not having those "professional" photographs, they would regret for the 
rest of their lives. 
Further, according to Mr. and Mrs. Yeung, another wedding couple, even 
though they had some friends and relatives who were experienced in photo-taking, 
they still preferred hiring a "professional" one, they had more confidence in a hired 
"professional" photographer for capturing such an important incident and believed 
that they should pay for other people's professionalism. It seems that the 
commercial price of the photographers' services is a necessary marker of their 
professionalism. 
Usually, when someone wants to hire a professional photographer, there are 
25 As a common practice, it is a package that if you hire a professional photographer with a video 
cameraman, only a few hundred dollars more are needed than just hiring the photographer. Thus, 
in all cases, both photographer and cameraman join the wedding day, but in the study, I am not 
going to investigate the latter part. 
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several channels - through advertisements on magazines and newspapers, through 
agents, and recommendations by friends. This means that in most of the cases, 
people do not know the professional photographer they hired personally. They 
have not met hinVher before, nor in any other situation. They do not know 
him/her as anything else other than a professional photographer. In this sense, the 
"professional photographer" is a total stranger in the photographic setting, an 
invited and paid intruder to a private social and family gathering, for example, a 
wedding ceremony, that are not supposed to be open to an outsider. 
The anonymity brings convenience and advantages. One of the wedding 
couples, Mr. and Mrs. Yeung pointed out that it seemed more comfortable for them 
to follow the direction of someone they did not know than their friends or relatives 
during the process of photo-taking. They stressed it did not mean that they did 
not believe the quality of their friends' or relatives' photography work. They just 
thought that the photographs taken on their wedding day were different from those 
taken at other normal and relaxed settings such as picnics or birthday parties since 
they were more formal and serious. Thus, during the process of photo-taking, to a 
certain extent, they need to pretend or behave in certain ways in order to get these 
"formal" pictures taken. It seemed quite difficult and odd for them to pretend 
before their friends and relatives since they knew each other, and on the other hand, 
it also seemed very difficult for their friends and relatives to give directions and 
commands in a serious way if they were the cameramen. 
Besides the wedding couples, all the other guests (friends and relatives) 
involved also seemed to recognize and accept the presence of these “professional，， 
outsiders. Although the wedding ceremony was the first time for most of the 
guests to meet these "professional" strangers, everyone seemed to know that they 
were the photographers and also, professional ones. Obviously, one of the reasons 
was the "professional" dress-up of these intruders. Usually, they wear T-shirts, 
jeans and a special jacket with lots of small pockets (around ten to twenty) which 
helps to visualize their professionalism. It seems that this special jacket is the 
uniform for a professional photographer. 
2) With “professional” uniform and equipment 
Ken, one of the professional photographers I met, said that it was not a 
necessity to wear in certain ways in order to show their professionalism, for 
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example, with that jacket. But definitely, practically speaking, this well-designed 
jacket could really help a lot. Usually, they needed to bring lots of things with 
them such as rolls of films, batteries for the camera and flash, light meter, filters, 
pen, comb (in case, if their clients need one), and so on. During the process of 
photo-taking, when they needed these things, they had to get them easily and 
effectively. Thus, it was not so convenient to put them inside their camera-bags 
which would be put aside when they were working and the jacket they wore could 
offer a hand. 
Once I was doing my fieldwork and joined the photo-taking session of my 
case, Winnie, graduate of the year. She had asked a friend, Simon, to be her 
photographer. When Simon with that well-designed jacket appeared, Winnie 
laughed and shouted, “Why do you dress in this way? You think you are a 
professional photographer?!” 
It seems that the jacket, for convenient purpose, has become a cultural symbol 
or marker of a professional photographer. It is a signifier of status, knowledge, 
and know-how. Wearing the jacket contributes to building and constructing the 
image of a professional photographer. Obviously, Winnie also had such 
association between thejacket and professionalism in her mind. Thus, she reacted 
immediately when Simon appeared with thejacket. 
Winnie told me that she knew photo-taking was Simon's favorite hobby, but in 
her mind, she just recognized him as her good friend who was studying medicine 
and going to be a doctor after 3 more years. Winnie explained that it was nothing 
about the quality of Simon's works. She laughed because she could not associate 
the image of Simon in her mind with the image of a professional photographer, and 
so, she had not expected Simon to wear in the way to "pretend" to be a professional 
photographer. 
It seems that not everyone with a professional uniform would or could be 
recognized as a professional. Maybe the crucial difference between Simon and 
other professional photographers was their identities to the subjects being 
photographed. Winnie knows Simon personally. To Winnie, Simon is her friend, 
a medicine student, and someone who likes taking photographs. This means that 
during the interaction process, the perception and interpretation of Winnie on 
Simon have many levels. Even with the professional uniform, Winnie would not 
consider Simon as a professional photographer. 
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On the other hand, usually, most of the professional photographers remain 
anonymous to their clients. For the subjects being photographed, the association 
between the professional uniform and a professional photographer is very direct 
and there will not be any interference to the association. 
Besides wearing the "professional" uniform, usually, being a professional 
photographer, he or she must be well equipped with a professional camera, a 
professional flash, several pieces of changeable lens of different focal lengths, 
filters providing various effects, a light meter, and a large camera bag to pack all 
the equipment. A professional photographer told me that his well-equipped 
camera bag weighted around 4-5 kilogram. Although modem camera technology 
always stresses that a pocket-sized, highly automatic "one-click" camera can take 
really good care of every aspect about photo-taking, every professional 
photographer still prefers his or her heavy camera bag. Certainly, maybe 
professional cameras can produce photographs of higher quality. However, 
sometimes, using a professional camera is not only for the above reason but also 
for something else. 
''Certainly, photographs taken by this camera (his professional camera) have a 
higher quality than using a pocket-sized camera. The image and the color are 
brighter and sharper. However, since technology keeps on improving, recently, 
there are some new models of pocket-sized camera which I think can produce really 
high quality work, as good as a professional one. Besides, even though there is a 
difference between the photographs taken by a professional camera or an ordinary 
camera, the difference is very tiny which only we or someone who knows 
photography can detect. Most of the people can 't see the difference. Sometimes, 
such difference can only be seen when the photographs are enlarged three or four 
times. Then, we can find that the grains sizes have significant difference,” said 
Chris, a professional photographer. 
I continued, “Then’ you can buy a new one to substitute your present camera 
which is so complicated and heavy" 
“Definitely not. Owning a professional camera is a sign ofmy professional 
status. Sometimes when Iget out my camera, people around will say, ‘It 's so cool! 
Can I have a look?， Since the camera looks so complicated and professional, 
people think that the one who controls it must be very smart and professional too. 
As a professional, it's so embarrassing to pick up a small 'one-click' camera to 
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take pictures. While I'm adjusting the focus, aperture size or shutter speed, Ifeel 
I'm a professional photographer and so do others, ” he said. 
It seems that a professional camera contributes to building the professional 
status of the photographer in a photographic setting and differentiating him or her 
from the other actors. The professional "uniform," the professional camera, the 
professional flash, and so on all these become the signifiers of the role of a 
professional photographer in a photographic setting. By having these signifiers, 
the role of a professional photographer can be resumed in that particular social 
setting by other participating actors, which further affect or facilitate the 
interactions in-between in the construction process of the camera's "frame." 
3. Standing On the Stage with a Microphone - The Temporary Power Gained 
by an Emcee 
After discussing certain ways for the two major types of actors to signify their 
special statuses, I would like to introduce a type of supporting actor who also 
possesses certain temporary power in affecting or assisting the "frame" 
construction process - the emcee. Although this type of actors are only present in 
one kind of photographic setting I observed, I just wanted to use it to illustrate or 
strengthen the notion that some social actors were given temporary power in a 
social setting. Like the professional photographer or the "protagonist," the emcee 
also had some ways to signify his or her special status in a particular photographic 
setting, which in tum offers a hand in constructing the event and also the camera's 
“frame.” 
After the wedding ceremony, in the church, everyone would not leave right 
away because they know that they are going to participate in another important 
social event 一 the photo-taking session with the wedding couple. During the 
ceremony, there is an actor who acts as the emcee on the stage and hold the whole 
ceremony such as announcing the rundown of the ceremony, introducing different 
participants showing up on the stage such as the priest, the groom's church-mates 
who dedicate a song to the wedding couple, and so on. Usually, the actor is a 
friend of the wedding couple and is invited by the couple to perform such role to 
assist smooth proceeding in the ceremony. After the ceremony, like other guests, 
this assistant would not leave. He or she still needs to remain on the stage 
because he or she needs to facilitate photo-taking. 
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Being selected by the couple to perform such role in the ceremony and also 
the photo-taking process, this assistant is given certain temporary power to instruct 
or direct other participants what they should or should not do. The assistant's 
function is to coordinate the participants who belong to the same social group 
having a photo taken together with the wedding couple. “Now the photographer 
is taking photographs for the groom 's colleagues. The next will be the bride 's 
colleagues. The bride 's colleagues, please be ready and line up on the left-hand 
side down the stage, pleased the assistant would say through a microphone in hand. 
Then, several guests would stand up in different corners and walk towards the spot 
instructed by the emcee. 
As I mentioned before in the previous chapter, the wedding couple, based on 
their concentric circle with other social actors, categorizes the guests into different 
social groups for taking photographs with them. They already structured such 
social relationships into the agenda of photo, they still need someone to coordinate 
the realization of such structure. The emcee thus performs an important role 
during the process of photo-taking. For most of the guests, they would forget this 
emcee some days since he or she is not someone important to them and never 
appears in the same "frame" of photographs with them. However, the presence of 
the emcee and his or her role suggest that having a desired social composition in 
the camera's “frame，，is not something natural. Rather, it is constructed in an 
orderly process. Such order is not only printed in the pamphlet of the wedding 
proceeding but also acted out by the designated person, who is entirely "invisible" 
in the resulting photogrpahic world. To play his or her, the emcee standing on the 
stage is also given certain power, the ability to move other actors and to influence 
the resulting product of a photo-taking session. The microphone in his or her 
hand then is among the temporary markers of the person's role and power. With 
that, he or she can legitimately give commands and instructions to others. 
Certainly, the power possessed by the emcee would be expired when the 
photo-taking activity comes to an end. The emcee should put down the 
microphone and leave the stage. He or she then restores his or her relationship 
with the wedding couple - a friend. Actually, in some cases, some actors without 
any explicit markers or signifiers are also given extra power in deciding or 
influencing others' “frame，，construction process. Example included parents 
affecting or manipulating the photo-taking setting or the configuration of what to 
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appear in a camera's frame when their children are having their photographs taken. 
I will discuss that later in this chapter. 
The "Professional" Outsider's Legitimate Intruding 
When people invite and hire a professional photographer to “freeze，’ the 
salient moments of their wedding ceremony or birthday party, this professional 
photographer gains legitimacy to intrude these private social gatherings. Besides 
having the right to intrude, these legitimized “professional” outsiders also have the 
right to give commands and direct every participant in certain ways during the 
process of photo-taking in that particular photographic setting. 
Before entering a detailed and explicit discussion of different communication 
pattems emerged or structured by the participation of different actors, I would like 
to give a brief introduction of the ways that the professional photographers 
manifest their "superior" status and the given power or act out their 
professionalism through the interactions with other actors in a photographic setting. 
1. No Invasion of the "Professional" Domain 一 the Viewfmder 
Besides representing or signifying the professional status, the preference of 
using a big camera also helps to intensify the "status" difference between the 
camera-holder and other actors. Since a professional camera is so complex and 
has many buttons on it, usually, except the camera-holder, others do not know how 
to operate it or maybe they need to spend some time to read the manual before 
using. Then, it seems that the professional camera becomes a monopolized 
“professional” domain for its owner, the professional photographer, which no 
invasion is allowed. 
After I had attended numerous photographic settings in doing the fieldwork, I 
discovered an interesting phenomenon - most of the people felt very uncomfortable 
about taking big close-up pictures and often refused to do so. 
For example, in one of the photo-taking days of Maria (a graduating student 
and had scheduled totally four photo-taking sessions which were designed for her 
family, secondary schoolmates, graduates of the same department, and today 
graduates studying in other fields and knew each other whenjoining different clubs 
and activities during the past three years), when she was posing before some very 
beautiful flowers for Jeff, another graduate, to take a photograph, suddenly, she 
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shouted, “Don 't! Please move backward. It makes me look fat!!” 
At that moment, Jeff was around two meters away from Maria and the 
following was their conservation. 
Jeff tried to explain, "I'm not going to take a big close-up picture of you, it is 
just a half-way one! “ Maria said, "Really?“ 
“Ifyou don 't believe me, come here and have a look through the viewfinder, ” 
his voice was full of displeasure and his left hand was waving to signal Maria to 
come to his position. 
Maria walked towards Jeff with her suspicious face and after putting her eyes 
close to the viewfinder of the camera, she said, "Anyway, I don 't want any 'big-
head ’ photo or close-up. It makes me look fat and ugly!! ” 
During my fieldwork, I encountered numerous similar complaints or 
objections from the subjects being photographed. It suggested that most of the 
subjects being photographed did not like taking big "close-up" pictures. When 
they sensed that the viewfinder was getting too close, and their faces and its details 
were exposed to human gaze, they would feel discomfort and even embarrassed. 
Usually, their reasons of refusal were similar. Anita, another graduate, said, 
“lt，s too close! Please step back. Today I'm not in a good condition and 
there 're many pimples on my face. I don ’t want to have any big close-up since my 
face is not smooth enough” When she found that the photographer was moving 
closer and closer, she reacted immediately. Obviously, everybody wants to look 
good to a camera according to his or her own aesthetic definition. 
Sometimes, the objection was even more vigorous. In a photographic setting 
of a family at the Flower Show, Jason, the photographer was pushed away rudely 
by his sister who said, “It 's so ugly! I don 't want it. Please go awayT At that 
moment, Jason was trying to take a close-up picture of her. Different from the 
cases above, this time, the subjects being photographed, Jason's sister, rather than 
just asking the photographer, Jason, to stop taking the close-up picture which she 
did not like, she also tried to push Jason away rudely. Pushing away someone is a 
sign of dislike and objection. On the other hand, it could also be a sign of 
intimacy. One would not have any bodily contact with or pushing the 
professional photographer away to show his or her objection or complaint about the 
construction of the camera's "frame." The "brother-and-sister" relationship 
enabled Jason and his sister to communicate besides verbal cues, through non-
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verbal acts - bodily contact, during the negotiation process of camera's “frame.” 
It means that different actors with different social relationships interact with 
each other in different ways. As I mentioned before, nobody would push the 
professional photographer away if they did not like the ways which the 
photographer "framed," or no one would even say a word opposing the requests or 
instructions given by the professional photographer in designing the camera's 
“frame.” Further, even though someone suspected about the framing or 
composition about the camera's "frame" designed by the professional photographer, 
they would never ask for a check in the viewflnder. It is because the viewflnder is 
always supposed to be the private domain of the professional photographer and it is 
a "restricted" area for other actors. 
I encountered a case in a wedding ceremony that the photo-taking distance 
between the professional photographer and the wedding couple, Mr. and Mrs. Lee, 
was only 1/2 meter. They made no complaint. From my past experience with 
photo-taking, I did think that it was such a close distance to have a picture taken. 
I am not going to suggest or define the standard or proper distance for taking a 
close-up picture, instead, I just want to point out the differences between the 
subjects when they reacted to the big close-up taken by a "ordinary" photographer 
or a "professional" one. When having photographs taken by a professional 
photographer, the subjects recognize the privilege of the photographer and respect 
his or her role by not objecting to his or her request and not asking to take a peek 
into the viewfinder. 
Afterwards, I asked the couples, Mr. and Mrs. Lee, about whether they felt 
strange about such a big close-up taken by the professional photographer, Ken, and 
what they thought about or expect their photographs would be. Mrs. Lee said, “ I 
do feel very uneasy and embarrassed to have photographs taken at such a close 
distance. It seems that it ’s really too close.” “Then, why don 'tyou object or say 
something?'' I asked. “I don't know. It seems that he's a professional 
photographer. He does know more than me in the field of photo-taking. Maybe 
he's right, and so, it's better for us to fo!hw: he said. Mr. Lee furthered, 
“Actualfy, we knew nothing about what we needed to do when taking photographs. 
The only thing we knew was that we could not go away and should remain near the 
photographic spots (stairs before the church or the front part of the hall in the 
wedding bouquet) and be ready to be photographed any time.” 
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All the professional photographers I met told me that none of their clients had 
required to have a look in the viewfinder for the composition of the camera's 
“frame” before they released the shutter. “If my clients ask for a look in the 
viewfinder before I can release the shutter, I think it's a kind of insulting and 
disrespectful They pay me and they believe that I'm a professional photographer. 
So, they should treat me as a professional，” one of the professional photographers 
said. 
Certainly, different clients have different tastes and aesthetic values. Thus, 
maybe they will expect different styles of works from the paid intruders. Actually, 
every time before taking photographs, the professional photographers will have a 
little talk with their clients so as to understand their clients' expectations and then 
fulfill their needs. Sometimes, for example in Mandy's case, Ken gave her four to 
five photographs albums and asked her to pick up which types of photographs she 
wanted such as black-and white, with soft filter, or with color filter to intimate 
olden photographs. As what Ken said, 'We're professionals'' After one has 
hired a professional photographer, one can talk with the intruder or see the 
intruder's past works but one can never pose such request - have a look in the 
viewfinder. 
2. Pattern of Changing-hand 
''We always treat it (the camera) as our wife. It is one of our important 
properties and we seldom lend it to others. But I don 't mind giving the camera 
for others to have a look. My clients always have such request, especially those 
don 't know much about photography. Usually, they would not touch any button 
and were afraid that touching would cause damage to the camera. They handled 
it with extreme care. Actually, it 's a very tough and reliable machine. Otherwise, 
it won 't be so expensive. I've dropped it onto the floor twice, but it still remains 
in a good shape,” one of the professional photographers told me his observation. 
For a professional photographer, his large and complex camera should always 
remain in his or her hand during a photo-taking session. There is no "changing-
hand" activity when a professional photographer is hired. However, when I 
probed deeper, I found that the complexity of the camera was not the reason 
forbidding the occurrence of "changing-hand" in a photographic occasion. Rather, 
changing-hand is a manifestation of the social relationships that define particular 
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types of photographic setting that normally do not involve paid professional. 
Changing-hand means that in a photographic setting, there are more than one 
actors act as the photographer and the camera is passed from one's hand to another 
when establishing different combinations of actors in the photographic world. 
The following is a typical example about "changing-hand." 
Flower-show, undoubtedly, was a fascinating occasion for taking pictures. 
Three girls visited the flower-show and brought a compulsory item with them, a 
pocket-sized camera. They were good friends and named Yen, JoJo, and Janet 
respectively. Once they entered the exhibition, they had not stopped using the 
camera. They took pictures for each other. All of them had a chance to have the 
camera in hand and to be the photographer. The subjects appeared in the frame 
changed all the times, sometimes Yen and JoJo, sometimes Janet and Yen, 
sometimes only JoJo, and so on. The photographer was changing all the times too 
and the camera passed from one to another. Sometimes they would like to have a 
picture taken together, three of them. Then, they would ask someone around to 
help them and give he or she the camera. 
The camera, rather than being dominated by one actor, was passed from one 
hand to another when pictures were taken for different combinations of social 
actors. The actors participated in that particular photographic setting had a chance 
to be the subjects and photographer. Even a stranger can be temporarily invited to 
hold the camera. 
Usually, the practice of changing-hand is only confined to the photographic 
settings where no professional photographer is hired. It was because no matter 
who acted as the photographer at that particular photographic setting, he or she 
must have some relationships with other participatory actors, for example, maybe 
they were family, friends, or colleagues. In most cases, they would like to have 
pictures taken together to document such social relationships in the photographic 
world. Then，changing-hand is necessary for producing the desired "frames." It 
is also indicative of both the social relationships "recorded" in such frames and the 
social relationships involved in producing such frames. 
For example, a graduate-to-be, Janet, invited her church-mate, who was a year 
two student in journalism, to be her photographer and to take photographs for her 
and her colleagues. “She (the church-mate) is studying journalism and has taken 
courses about photography. Besides, she has bought a professional camera. I'm 
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glad that she promised to be my photographer today,” Janet said. 
However, since this journalism student had class, she needed to leave earlier 
after she had finished two rolls of films for Janet and her colleagues except the last 
one. "There 's one film remaining and I want to have a photo taken with Janet. 
Would you mind help me to hold the camera and take a picture for us?” she asked 
one of Janet's colleagues. “I've set everything. You just need to click the 
button,” she continued when she passed her “professional” camera to Janet's 
colleague. 
‘7Just need to click the button?” this colleague assured. "Yes, just click the 
button” Janet and the journalism photographer were waiting. After a while, 
“I've finished,” the "substitute" camera-holder said, "7ow have finished the photo? 
Have you really clicked the button? I can't hear any somd’” the journalism 
student wondered. 
After the "professional" photographer left, Janet and her colleagues took out a 
pocket-sized, fully automatic camera to continue the photo-taking activity. 
Although the journalism friend was invited to be the photographer, she was also a 
friend of the “protagonist,，，Janet's. Therefore, besides being the photographer, 
which set her with Janet and her other friends at the scene into one kind of social 
relationships during the photo-taking session, she, as a friend could also "switch" 
her role and manifest the other relationship with Janet. This "switch" is 
figuratively shown by her passing her "professional" camera to somebody else. 
On the other hand, if a professional photographer is hired, usually, he or she 
would never appear or be invited to appear in any picture taken at that 
photographic occasion. Even though the paid intruder is very significant and the 
key actor in producing and capturing the images his or her clients would treasure 
for the lifetimes, it seems that such kind of agent-client relationship is excluded 
from camera's attention. Although this “outsider” could intrude a private social 
gathering and act as a key actor in constructing the photographic world for their 
clients, he or she could never "intrude" into the clients' photographic worlds. 
The relationship between the clients and the "hired" intruders is a temporary 
one and only valid at that particular setting. Usually, the actors involved would 
only treat this invited “outsider” as a photographer. They even have no interest in 
or intention of knowing this intruder' name and only call him or her as 
"photographer"(影相佬 or 攝影師).Thus, obviously, no one would ask to have a 
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photo taken with this paid intruder. This means that at that particular 
photographic occasion, the professional photographer is free from taking any 
picture with any actor and so, he or she could hold the camera in hand all the times 
and has the monopoly over the key device for constructing the photographic world. 
3. Giving Commands: One-way 
Besides having the right to intrude, the special permit to take a big close-up 
shot and to preserve the “professional” domain, the viewfmder and the camera, a 
professional photographer has more privileges in a photographic setting. Usually, 
the intruder also has the right to give commands and direct the actors involved in 
that particular photographic setting so as to arrange the relations between them and 
their relationships with the environment for the camera's "frame." In fact, since 
the photographer is the one who has the camera in hand and sees the camera's 
"frame" through the viewfinder, so no matter is a professional or a non-professional 
one, he or she should give commands to direct the subjects to have proper 
appearance in the photographic world. 
For example, the commands given by the camera-holder include asking or 
instructing the subjects to move backward or forward to adjust their size in the 
camera's "frame," or if a large group of people take a photo together, ask them to 
stand closer in order to have everyone inside the "frame." Further, the magic 
command, "Ready, one, two, three, smile!" should be given by every camera-
holder before releasing the shutter. By comparing the interaction pattem in the 
photographic setting with and without a professional photographer, I found that in 
term of giving commands, maybe there is no difference between a professional 
photographer or a amateur photographer. However, in term of receiving 
commands, there is a big difference. 
It seemed that there were some incidents about giving commands by the 
subjects being photographed, which occurred frequently in the photographic 
settings without a professional photographer, but never found in the presence of a 
professional photographer. These interaction rituals do contribute in building and 
constructing the professional status of the "intruder." 
(1) Command one: “Be quick!” 
No matter is a professional or non-professional photographer, before he or she 
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clicks the button, some technical preparation such as tuning the aperture size, 
shutter speed, focus ring and so on must be accomplished first. With a folly 
automatic camera is used, the photographer still needs to spend some time in 
adjusting the framing in order to make sure that the subjects will appear in the 
camera's "frame" and in a proper way. In fact, a professional photographer may 
need more time to make all the tuning and framing. Firstly, they will never use an 
automatic convenient camera. Thus, instead of managing one button, he or she 
needs to take care of several devices. Secondly, in order to ensure high quality of 
work, professional photographers are very concerned about the accuracy of 
exposure time or the light sensitivity. Sometimes, a light meter is used and so 
generally speaking, more time is needed for a professional photographer. 
Some of the subjects did not have patience to wait for a photographer to make 
the above adjustments and so would ask he or she to speed up. I had observed 
numerous cases where the subjects being photographed complained about the 
effectiveness of the photographer. 
In the flower-show, at a popular photographic spot (at the entrance, there was 
a big and colorful flower decoration with a sign of "1997"made of different colors 
of flowers), lots of people were taking or waiting to take pictures. Suddenly, a 
lady standing with a kid right before the sign shouted loudly, “Be quick! Lots of 
people are waiting. Just click the button. Hurry up!” I was standing on the 
side of the photographers. I tumed to my left-hand side and saw a man making 
the framing and he answered, ‘Tm already very quick.“ 
Or in the Ocean Park, I saw two girls standing in front of a cartoon character 
to wait for a picture taken. There was another girl at the opposite side holding a 
camera. She stared at the camera with a face of doubt, which seemed that she was 
trying to figure out how to operate it. 
'Tow just need to release the shutter, the one at the right-hand corner. Forget 
other buttons. You don't need to take care of them,” one of the girls in waiting 
said. 
'7 know how to operate the camera. But there is a little bit 'back-lit' (that is, 
a scene with people against a bright sky or background may lead to an 
underexposed shot of the subjects' faces), so I want to give you some flash for 
compensation. I'm lookingfor the flash button,'' the camera-holder answered. 
“It doesn 't matter. It won 't he too dark. Just release the shutter. Be quick. 
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We still have many places to go. Hurry up!” another girl said impatiently. 
Among those I encountered, many of the subjects being photographed did not 
show much patience while they were waiting for the photographers tuning the 
camera, especially facing amateur photographers. As I mentioned before, a 
professional photographer usually spends more time in making the technical 
preparation and tunings, but no one will urge him or her to hurry or have any 
complaint. The subjects possessed different perceptions about a professional or 
non-professional camera-holder. Thus, even though they (professional and non-
professional photographers) performed similar duties, subjects being photographed 
would react differently. 
Explanations for the above difference provided by my interviewees were 
consonant: They asked the photographers to hurry up since they did not think that 
such a long time for tunings and framing was needed. One of the interviewees 
said, “She is not a professional photographer. We are not going to produce 
professional photographs with excellent framing and angle. We just want to keep 
some memory and record for our visit here today (the flower-show). So, I don 't 
understand why she needed such a long time” According to my watch, this 
amateur photographer spent around fifteen seconds on framing. 
On the other hand, when I asked whether they would urge a professional 
photographer to be quick which I believed longer time was always required, they 
all said "«o." They explained that since they expected higher quality of work 
from a professional photographer and so obviously, more time was needed. 
''Certainly, a professional photographer must need more time to do all the 
preparations accurately and to set a good frame. Then，we just wait for the 
photographer to be ready" one of the interviewees said. 
For a photographer, no matter he or she is a professional or not, the person 
will consider tuning and framing the necessary procedures before releasing the 
shutter and so time is needed. Many amateur photographers would deny that they 
were too slow in making all the tunings and framing. A professional 
photographer will be more confident in his or her ability in using the time. “/ 
agree that we always demand some time in making adjustments especially in 
ensuring the accuracy of light. But being a professional photographer, we are 
well trained in handling all the technical considerations and setting a good frame 
in the shortest period of time. I have never been asked to hurry up by the 
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subjects’” said a professional photographer. 
(2) Command two: "Wait a second!!” 
“Wait! Please wait. Don 't take the picture yet. Look at my hair. . It's a 
mess,'' Jane was saying to the camera-holder while her hands were brushing her 
hair. At that moment, a gust of wind was blowing. 
Or while the photographer was counting down "Okay, ready, three, two...,'' 
suddenly a lady left the original position which she was standing for taking 
photographs and said, ^'Sorry. Wait a second. I forget to put down my 
handbag” 
There are many things of this nature before a photographer released the 
shutter. Sometimes not merely the subjects going to appear in the camera's 
"frame," but other participatory actors standing behind would interrupt the photo-
taking process and voice out the command, "Wait a second!" right before a 
photographer clicks the button. 
For example, when a man was ready to appear in the camera's "frame," and as 
usual, the photographer was saying the magic command, a lady standing behind 
shouted, “Wait a second. Simon, look at yourself. Your T-shirt has come out.” 
She ran towards his son and helped him to tidy up his appearance right before her 
sister, the camera-holder, released the shutter. 
That was a very common kind of interactions between a photographer and the 
subjects. However, in the settings with professional photographers, usually, no 
one would try to stop or ask the camera-holder to wait for a second right before he 
or she releases the shutter. Maybe it is because usually, a professional 
photographer has more experiences in taking photographs than an amateur and is 
very sensitive about the things appearing in the camera's "frame." Then, if he or 
she detects that there are "improper" things appearing in the "frame," such as the 
handbag or the hair of the subjects being being messy, he or she usually is the first 
one to point out such "problems." Therefore, in the photographic settings with a 
professional photographer, one does not need to wait until the last moment, that is， 
right before releasing the shutter, for such problems to be detected by the subjects 
or other actors standing behind. 
Mrs. Lin, an aunt of the groom at the wedding that I observed, offered anther 
possible explanation for not having someone interrupting the photo-taking process 
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if the photographer is a professional. “I hid my handbag at the back when taking 
photo with them (the wedding couple). It was because it was in a hurry and many 
other guests were waiting to have photographs taken with them. The professional 
photographer didn 't ask me to put down the handbag first. I believe that ifit 's not 
okay, he (the professional photographer) would ask me to put it down. So I didn 't 
interrupt'' Mrs. Lin said. 
It seemed that whether the actors trusted the photographer also contributed in 
affecting the interaction patterns between them at that particular photographic 
setting. If the camera-holder is considered as a professional, he or she can 
minimize the chance of being interrupted by other actors during the “frame’， 
construction process. 
(3) Command three: "One more please!" 
After the photographer releases the shutter, normally, the picture has been 
taken and it comes to the end of the construction process of that particular "frame." 
However, sometimes, you will hear the subjects complaining, ‘Tve blinked my eyes. 
One more please!” or ‘Tm not ready yet. I was talking while you clicked the 
button. Take one more photo please.” 
“ Why did you click the button? I'm not ready. You haven 't given the signal 
clearly. I think my mouth was open while the photo was taken. Take one more 
please,'' Winnie, a graduate-to-be, asked her amateur photographer, Simon. 
Again, such incidents are largely confined in the photographic settings where 
no professional photographer is hired. Subjects only give such commands to non-
professional photographers according to their perception. If a professional 
photographer is involved, when the shutter is released and he or she says that it is 
okay, no one would complain and ask for one more. The actors appearing in the 
"frame" would try their best to keep their eyes open and maintain heir “best，，face 
until the professional photographer releases the shutter. Di the settings without a 
professional photographer, the subjects become more casual and relaxed. Thus, 
there is a higher possibility of capturing those "unpleasant" facial expressions 
defined by the subjects. 
In fact, a professional photographer usually is the one to ask for taking a 
duplicate. "It is for security purpose. It is because we are usually hired for 
documenting some salient events, which cannot afford mistakes. If there's 
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something wrong with the first photo such as the film has problem or a subject has 
blinked the eyes. There is a second one and so, they (the clients) can have 
choices,” one of the professional photographers said. Thus, it is very common for 
a professional photographer to say, "Okay, don 't move. Look at here, one more 
please’” right after he or she has just "frozen" a particular moment. 
All the cases or incidents described above show the special status and extra 
power possessed by professional photographers in a photographic setting when 
compared with amateur photographers during the "frame" construction process. 
They also reinforce the notion that if actors perceive the roles and status of other 
actors differently, they will communicate and interact with each other differently to 
construct the particular event in that they are participating. 
Patterns of Communication 
As I mentioned before, each participant in a photo-taking setting plays a 
specific role and is given certain power which affects how they act and interact 
with each other to make the performance go smoothly at that particular 
photographic setting. Now, by applying the two dimensions (with or without 
"protagonists" and with or without a professional photographer) defined in the 
theoretical chapter to categorize diverse photographic settings into three different 
groups, I expect that the three groups will reveal different communication patterns 
among the actors involved. 
Actually, in the previous chapter and the first section of this chapter, I have 
already covered many incidents or interactions between different types of actors 
with the manifestation of power in the construction process of the camera's 
"frame." In the following, I will try to provide an overview of some patterns of 
communication found in different categories of photographic settings from the 
existing data. 
1. When "Protagonists" Hired a Professional Photographer 
The following discussion is about the story occurred with the presence of both 
the “protagonists，，and a professional photographer at a particular photographic 
setting. Examples included the wedding ceremonies and bouquets and also 
Mandy and Tako hiring a professional photographer to take some professional 
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works for them. 
(1) Presence of ‘‘protagonists” helps in defining the photographic setting which 
invokes explicit cultural values 
‘7 don 't know what I should or need to do. The only thing I know is to stay 
near the photographic spot and so, whenever being asked to take photographs, I 
can come and appear in the photographic spot immediately,” a bride said when I 
asked her about whether she felt she had any control during the process of photo-
taking since everything seemed being directed by the hired professional 
photographer. Other wedding couples also shared similar viewpoints. They all 
believed that the photographer they had hired was a professional and so, they 
treated him or her accordingly. That is, as the cases mentioned above, they just 
followed the commands given by this “legitimized” intruder. “The professional 
photographer had experiences of taking photographs of numerous wedding 
ceremonies. They must know more and better than me. As you know, it's my 
first time! Probably, it 's going to be my last time:, a groom said with a laugh. 
Then, it seemed that the professional photographer was a key actor who 
dominated the whole photo-taking process. If so, the paid intruder should feel a 
great deal of pressure since the subjects - his or her employer — rely on him or her 
to produce photographs with guaranteed quality and he or she needs to concem 
many aspects of the "frame" construction process. However, the professional 
photographers also had their version of such process. 
In a previous chapter, I quoted the professional photographer, Ken, saying that 
it was very easy to be the photographer of the wedding bouquet. He said that 
there was not much he could do. For most ofthe time, he just needed to wait for 
the "proper" subjects to be ready in the camera's "frame" and then，he gave the 
magic command, "One, two, three, ready," and released the shutter. 
Another professional echoed the same thing, “I don 't feel any pressure in 
taking photographs in a wedding ceremony and bouquet. The night before while I 
am sleeping on my bed, I can expect what I am going to encounter and do 
tomorrow iftomorrow's assignment is a wedding day. The scene of the wedding 
couple walking into the church, exchanging their rings, taking photographs with 
their relatives and friends at the stairs inside the church or outside the marriage 
registry and so on appear in my head. Every wedding ceremony and bouquet is 
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more or less the same and so does the photo-taking process to document these 
events. Since I'm so familiar with all the details, I can handle it without any 
difficulty except feeling very tried and exhausted since I need to bring with the 
camera to go or sometimes even need to run here and there, it demands extensive 
physical exercises. ” 
According to these paid intruders, it seems, they do not need to pay much 
efforts (other than physical one) in the photo-taking process too. Then，does it 
mean the “frame” construction process at these particular settings is only a casual 
and random process in which no conscious and thoughtful deliberations and 
manipulations are needed? The answer of course is negative. Then, who or 
maybe what is responsible for the manipulations in the photo-taking process in 
constructing the desired photographs in such settings? 
Indeed, it is the underlying culture in which we live. We share and pass on 
certain cultural values, practices, norms and conventions which assist, guide and 
facilitate the “frame” construction process in photographic settings. Sometimes, 
culture seems to act as an "invisible" hand in smoothing the construction process. 
In the previous chapter under the section of "The agenda of photo-taking," I 
have shown that the "protagonists," the wedding couples on a wedding day, design 
their own photo-taking agenda. This agenda, instead of freeing from any 
constraint, is predicated on and manifests the cultural values and meanings 
concerning a "proper wedding" and the social relationships among the participants. 
Order is embedded in such agenda. The proposition that cultural values and 
meanings determine such order is supported precisely by the lack of variations 
across weddings in the eye of an experienced professional photographer. The 
embedded values and conventions help to simplify people's lives since most of the 
"protagonists" only need to follow these prescribed cultural practices. Thus, as I 
mentioned before, the basic script of photo-taking on a wedding day can be 
“copied” by many wedding couples. Even where there is no official and formal 
written photo-taking agenda, the presence of the basic script still guides a wedding 
couple to take pictures with the concentric circle of social groups or actors in a 
similar order. Such "knowledge" of proper way of conducting oneself and 
directing the photo-taking on a wedding is shared by many and most notably stored 
as part of the experiences of a professional photographer. 
Besides taking photographs with different social groups with orders, during 
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the "frame" construction process, the participants also need to decide where to take 
the photographs or how the actors are going to appear in the photographs. 
Certainly, like the photo-taking agenda, usually, here, there are "prescribed" norms 
and procedures that are deeply rooted in our culture. For example, at a wedding 
bouquet, most of the photographs are taken at the standard photographic spot, a 
piece of red color with some golden Chinese characters. It is another typical 
example revealing the cultural conventions that guide the photo-taking process. 
Even though it is possible that some subjects would not select this particular 
photographic spot based on their own aesthetic values, still they are compelled to 
have the photographs taken there. It is emblematic of a wedding in Hong Kong 
culture. 
How are the actors going to appear in the camera's "frames" in such settings? 
I have shown in the previous chapter that usually, the "protagonists," the wedding 
couple, would be situated at the center with other supporting actors in the periphery 
regions. The "protagonists" are recognized to anchor the social relationships 
mapped into the photographic world, it is their status in the constructed 
photographic setting form which they draw their power of being at the center of 
attention and anchoring the social relationships in their life. The setting is 
especially designed for the “protagonists” and so is the photo-taking activity. 
Actually, in a photo-taking setting with an identified "protagonist," for 
example, a wedding couple, some "prescribed" conventions and norms set in 
almost automatically to guide or enable the participants to take the photographs or 
construct the "frames" in certain recognized and standard ways. By having a 
special status and possessing temporary power all the times at that particular setting, 
the "protagonist" helps to organize or re-structure the setting or event into a more 
formal and systematic undertaking. All these would then affect the interactions at 
that particular social setting and in tum the ways of constructing the camera's 
"frame." In other words, because of the special status of the “protagonists，” the 
power relationships among different actors, the definition of the setting or event 
and also, the ways of constructing the camera's "frame," were made become more 
explicit and predictable. It was because certain cultural values and norms were 
invoked at these photographic settings in which the participants could follow this 
"shared" set of conventions and practices in constructing the setting and the 
"frames." 
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Therefore, usually, constructing the camera's "frame" at these photographic 
settings became easy and standardized because of the explicit status and power 
differentiation. Most of the time, a professional photographer just follows certain 
cultural practices. Certainly, sometimes, the photographer needs to make use his 
or her own aesthetic judgements and technical experiences. However, I just want 
to point out that many settings which involves both clearly identified protagonists 
and a paid professional photographer are highly ritualistic and heavily scripted. 
As one professional photographer said about taking photographs at weddings: 
“I don 't need to think much when taking pictures in the wedding ceremonies 
and bouquets. No matter who are getting married, I take similar pictures. 
Certainly, I don 't really like taking such photographs. They are so standardized. 
However, I need to earn my living. I know that i f I want to produce some creative 
works, this (the wedding ceremony) is not the right place:, 
When in a situation where a professional photographer must exercise his or 
her own aesthetic judgments in composing a photographic frame, still, culturally 
ingrained principles and ideas play a crucial role. What he or she does is to apply 
and thus demonstrate the cultural principles and ideas that have been transformed 
into part ofhis or her professional knowledge. Ken, a professional photographer I 
met in the Gold Coast, provided similar insights into the role of the cultural 
concerns in the photo-taking process, 
“In order to produce ‘good，and ‘in’ works, I need to keep trend with the 
fashion and model industry. Usually, most of my clients must find that the 
photographs documenting the models and the ways of the models posing are very 
beautiful and attractive. Thus, I need to read many magazines especially those 
about the 'up-dated' trends of the fashion and images-designed. I can't be out-
dated. I need to learn how the models dress, put on the make-up or make their 
hair and also, how they pose before camera. Then, I can teach my clients to 
imitate such images and have similar postures that most of my clients will 
appreciate and think that I'm a good photographer. This makes them feel like 
models which they agree what beauty is: 
Such example shows that the professional photographer is not so original and 
creative. Instead, he or she just follows and leams from the existing cultural 
patterns and then reproduces them. Professional photographers are acting as a 
"channel" or medium at a particular photographic setting. They are engaging in 
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disseminating the messages about the cultural conventions in constructing a 
camera's “frame.” Their special role allows them to acquire the status and power 
of as special "intruders" in a particular photographic setting and it is based on his 
or her recognized professional skills. I am going to discuss the role of a 
professional photographer as a "channeling" actor below. 
(2) The professional photographer as the main "channeling" actor 
Actually, no matter someone is recognized as a professional or non-
professional photographer by other actors involved in the photographic setting, he 
or she should perform similar functions and role - coordinate the participants for a 
photo. As a photographer, he or she is the only one who has a camera in hand, 
sees the camera's “frame，，through the viewfmder, and decides when to release the 
shutter to preserve which decisive moment. By having the camera in hand, the 
photographer is given some privilege and power temporarily. Such hierarchy and 
embedded power relationships help define a particular photographic setting as a 
locale for social actions and interactions. If the photographer leaves this 
photographic setting, he or she is no longer a photographer, and such privilege and 
power will be expired. Consequently, this setting is also dissolved. 
A photographer's temporary power is manifested by him or her directing other 
actors and giving commands to the subjects being photographed during the process 
of photo-taking. For example, the photographer needs to give directions to the 
subjects about whether they should sit or stand in proper positions in the camera's 
“frame” and also, give signals before releasing the shutter. Although both 
professional and non-professional photographers have similar roles and duties, they 
usually perform in different ways, that is, communicate and interact with the 
participants differently in fulfilling their roles to construct the camera's "frame." 
With the monopoly of his or her "professional camera," a professional 
photographer also monopolizes the interpretation and application of the culturally 
specific norms and conventions governing the composition ofaphotographic frame. 
He or she is the “stage manager" or “director，，of the performance that composes 
and is recorded by a photograoh. 
In the photographic settings with a professional photographer, then, the 
camera-holder is the one who gives out commands. There is little room of 
uncertainty for the other participants. Consequently, in most of the cases, they 
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would only ask the photographer “for re-assurance" type of questions with question 
tags such as, “Here? Right?” or "Move a little bit to my left, is that it?” They 
communicate with the professional photographer for confirmation, not for giving 
suggestions. The flow of communication between the photographer and the 
subjects is mostly one-way. 
All in all, the presence of "protagonists" and a professional photographer in 
the same photographic setting make the photo-taking process the easiest and the 
most efficient among the three types of photographic settings. The role division at 
such settings is clearer, the script for acting out the photo-taking sessions is better 
established, and the communication required to coordinate the participating actors 
and to implement the social and aesthetic principles in constructing a photographic 
world is more streamlined. 
For example, in the Gold Coast where Mandy and Tako paid for a 
professional photographer, Ken, to take some professional photographs for them, 
Ken only spent around 10 to 15 minutes to finish a roll of films. Every time when 
Ken finished taking photographs at a photographic spot, he just said, “lt’s okay. 
Let's go to another location. Please follow me” Then, Mandy and Tako 
followed him and they had never posed Ken any suggestion or opinion of where 
they would like or wanted to have photographs taken. Ken said, "It's very easy 
for me to decide where to take photographs for my clients. Actually, there 're two 
routes, first, for the youngsters, Fll bring them to the photographic spots that are 
more colorful, bright and lively. It matches the images ofyoung people. On the 
other hand, sometimes, when some old couples or families come, Fll bring them to 
the photographic spots that seem more plain and quiet: 
2. When the "Protagonists" Being Photographed by Friends or Relatives 
This part is about the photographic settings with "protagonists" but the 
photographs were not taken by someone regarded as professional but usually by 
their friends, families or relatives. Examples included a little boy's birthday party 
at home or the graduating students taking photographs at the campus. 
In this type of photographic setting, since there is also someone being 
identified as "protagonist," the definition of the setting and event is also clear and 
the relationships among the actors are made relatively explicit. Consequently, 
there are also some specific and well-recognized ways of taking photographs as 
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constraints, meaning there are certain cultural conventions guiding the participants 
in the photo-taking process. For example, there are "prescribed" photographic 
spots such as for the graduating students, they "should" take pictures at the 
entrance of the university or the university library that reveal or signify certain 
cultural meanings. Or at a birthday party, the birthday kid would like to have 
pictures taken with the birthday cake. Besides, being the “protagonists，，，because 
of the special status, they are usually situated in the middle when taking 
photographs. All the manifest cultural conventions help facilitating the photo-
taking process and enable the participants to construct and reproduce the "proper" 
social relationships in the photographic world easily. 
However, compared with the category above, maybe a longer time and more 
interaction acts are needed among the participants in the construction process in 
this type of photographic setting. First, the "script" for performing the photo-
taking acts is less rigid and allows more variations. Second, reflecting the lack of 
rigidity of such "script," instead of having a professional photographer, other 
participant(s) normally take up the role to "channel" cultural concerns in the photo-
taking process. Therefore, sometimes, negotiations are found among these actors 
who possess similar degree of power in constructing the camera's "frames." 
Without a paid intruder as the key actor in deciding "camera frames," more 
than one actor couldjoin the discussion on where they would like to have pictures 
taken and how the subjects will be configured, both the configuration of the 
subjects in each photo and their position arrangement. Such process involves 
different levels of participation among the involved actors rather than being 
dominated by only one actor, the photographer. The participants negotiate with 
each other and exchange the conceptions they have in deciding the camera's 
"frame" in order to reach the consensus on the “proper，，ways of establishing the 
social relationships in the photographic world. 
(1) Parents as the "channeling" actor 
As I mentioned before, in some cases, some actors without any explicit 
markers or signifiers are also given extra power in deciding or influencing others' 
"frame" construction process and acted as the "channeling" actor. Examples 
include parents of child protagonists in a photo-taking setting. 
It seems to me that children are the most difficult type of actors to establish 
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“proper” relationships with in the photographic world, especially those who do not 
like to have photographs taken. Usually, they are uncooperative and it is really a 
hard job to ask them to remain still for a few seconds in front of an operating 
camera. They keep on moving their hands or heads, or sometimes, even refuse to 
face the camera. They fail to grasp both the “keys” in establishing various social 
relationships “properly” in the photographic world and the ways to behave 
"properly" during the "frame" construction process. They do not know that they 
need to give their "best" face 一 defined in the adult world, obviously - in the 
camera's "frame." 
Thus, in the photographic settings with the presence of children, one often 
hears different commands or instructions from the participants around, usually their 
parents. ''Don 't move your hands and sit still” “Look at yourself. How come 
your T-shirt has come out? Please fix it" "Close your mouth and face the 
camem” "Look at your hair. Use your hands to comb it:, “Stand better. 
Stand straight. Don 't make a face” Sometimes, such verbal commands cannot 
lead to a desirable - to adults, of course 一 outcome and the parents would go near 
them and try to fix the "problems" directly. 
Further, in some cases, some children even refuse to face or look at the camera. 
For example, when the mother was embracing her son, Mick, in her arms to have 
photographs taken with a graduating student (the mother's sister), this three-year-
old boy seemed not wanting to have the photo taken and tumed his head to another 
side to avoid facing the camera. His father, the camera-holder, kept on saying, 
“Look at here, Mick. Look here. After finished taking photographs, I buy a bar 
ofchocolatefor you. Come on” Meanwhile, his mother was trying to tum the 
boy's head to the direction of the camera's pointing and said, “Look at therefor a 
moment. It 7/ be quick Okay?” 
In other similar situations, when children decline to take photographs, the 
adult participants usually would do something. In drawing the attention of a baby, 
they would clap their hands, make a face or use the baby's toys to attract the baby's 
attention. Or for some kids who were bigger, the most common solution is to 
promise to buy them chocolates or toys if they behave well when facing camera. 
Certainly, some parents would use some tougher ways to get their children 
appearing in the camera's "frame" properly by saying with temper, “Okay. That 's 
enough. Please behave yourself. Otherwise, /7/...” 
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Actually, besides concerning the on-camera appearance of their children, it 
seems that the parents are also the ones who have total control of when, where, and 
with whom their kids should have photographs taken. For example, a kid's 
birthday is a widely recognized event that deserves camera's converge and usually, 
photographs would be taken for the birthday's kid alone with the birthday cake, 
and the birthday's kid with his or her parents and other family members. 
“They (the children) know nothing. They don't know the need or the 
meaning oftaking photographs since they're so small It's so important in one 's 
life. Now, when my elder son, who is eleven-year-oM, sees that photo album we 
have made for him which includes the photographs takenfrom different stages in 
his childhood, he 's very happy and treasures them a lot. I do think that it's the 
responsibility or obligation of the parents to take photographs for their kids. 
Sometimes, even though they don 't welcome or they don，t understand or know 
because they are kids, we should still do it，” a mother said when I asked her why it 
was a must to force her kids to take photographs. Most of the parents I talked to 
thought that there were certain “proper，，ways for their children to appear in 
photographs. So, when taking pictures of their children, they would try their best 
to inject and reproduce such cultural values and conventions during the "frame" 
construction process in order to produce to them satisfactory and culturally 
acceptable photographs. Such practices show that the parents are playing the role 
of the "channeling" actor at these photographic settings to guide the photo-taking 
process. 
Very often, kids do not understand that having pictures taken with, say, their 
grandparents, is important to document important social relationships in their life. 
It falls on their parents to help them to establish such social relationship. “It 
seems to me that I was writing and collecting the history ofmy little son when I 
tookphotographsfor him alone or with other people at different stages. Then I'll 
put all the photographs into his photo album. I know that sometimes he doesn 't 
want to take photographs. He doesn't have patience and prefers going to play 
elsewhere. However, i f I don 't do it now, I think they will blame me in thefuture；' 
another mother said. 
Being parents, they are given the power to affect the lives of their children, 
especially in their early childhood, in various aspects such as the food they eat, the 
schools they attend, and also in this case, the children's photographic world. The 
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parents' conscious manipulation in establishing relationships between their 
children and various social settings and other actors in "proper" ways in 
photographs helps to construct and narrate their children's life experiences in the 
photographic world. All these conscious and sometimes, forceful "constructions" 
of the photographs then in tum become very important and valuable ways for the 
children to leam the conventions and values governing photo-taking process and 
the meanings of their photographic world in their life. 
(2) When the "channeling" actors give commands in friendly and suggestive 
manners 
As I mentioned before, professional photographers usually give commands in 
direct and explicit ways which seem to reinforce or build their special and 
authoritative status in that particular photographic setting. Thus, there is little 
uncertainty for the participants. When other participants act as the "channeling" 
actors, while disseminating the same commands and cultural conventions, they 
usually perform the role differently. 
For example, a group of graduating students were going here and there around 
the campus to take photographs one day. After they finished at a particular 
photographic spot, one ofthem suggested, “Let's go to the Science Tower (another 
popular and ‘prescribed，photographic spot for taking graduation photographs)." 
‘7 need to go to the store and buy batteries for camera. Maybe we take 
photographs at the special statute (another 'prescribed' photographic spot) first 
and then walk to the Science Tower, okay?” another graduating student responded. 
Cleaj:ly, here, the camera holder gave suggestions instead of commands. There 
was room for other participants to react. During such negotiations and 
interactions, bodily contacts such as pulling others' hands were a common way for 
the participants to communicate or express their considerations. In the 
photographic settings with a professional photographer, he or she usually 
disseminates his or her commands verbally. But in this type of photographic 
setting, some kind of bodily contact is considered a friendly way to get the 
messages communicated. 
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3. Who Want to Take a Photo? Where to Take the Photographs? - No 
"Protagonist" and No Professional 
Among the three categories, this type of photographic setting involves the 
most dynamic kind of photo-taking activities. In the photographic settings 
without a professional photographer and “protagonists” such as in the Ocean Park 
or the flower show, when someone suggested having photographs taken at a 
particular photographic spot or location, sometimes, there would be objections. 
"Don 't take photographs here. Here 's not beautiful,'' or “No, go to other places. 
There are so many people waiting'' These are examples of the common reasons 
of objection to take photographs at the proposed photographic spots by 
participants. 
Since there is no "protagonist" with a recognized special status to occupy the 
center of attention, therefore, there is no standard or well-recognized way to 
reproduce or re-construct the diversity of social relationships in the photographic 
world. It means that photographs could be taken in varieties of ways. 
Further, as I mentioned before, when there is no professional photographer as 
the main "channeling" actor, other participants would fulfill such role. So, the 
interactions and communications among the participants would be more complex 
and dynamics since there is no dominant voice of the cultural concerns in taking 
photographs. Usually, more than one actor would suggest their "perceived" script 
in constructing camera's "frames" according to the one's own reasoning, maybe 
their aesthetic judgements, the ways they perceive the setting or some unique 
reason. Thus, certain degree of negotiation would be involved for the participants 
to reach the consensus about the camera's "frame." Sometimes, such interactions 
and negotiations could be vigorous, given the egalitarian type of relationships 
among the participants. As a result, longer negotiation process is expected in 
constructing camera's “frames.” 
Obviously, power is in determining how things are done. It is revealed 
through communication. In different patterns of communication, we can see two 
distinct patterns of distribution of power, one is diffused in the cases without a 
professional photographer while the other is concentrated. Professional 
photographers with recognized markers of their professional status acquire certain 
power, although localized to a particular photo-taking setting, gain temporary 
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legitimacy in being the "channeling" actor and controlling the "frame" construction 
process. 
When real-world social status is enacted in a photo-taking session, despite the 
manipulability of the photographic world, in the photo-taking session, the "real" 
rather than the photographic hierarchy always plays a crucial role in structuring 
people's actions and the construction of camera's "frame." The professional 
status is the source of power for a professional photographer. Sometimes, some 
parents are also playing such role. Their status as parents allows them to direct 
their children and construct photographic frames for their children. 
When taking a photograph that means a lot to someone or helps to tell 
someone's life story, this person, the protagonist, is not necessarily the one who 
plays a significant role in constructing that particular camera's "frame." He or 
she may not possess the necessary power to negotiate with other participants to 
decide on or get the photo taken in a particular way. In different types of 
photographic settings, there are different types of actors playing different roles in 
the photo-taking process and constructing camera's "frames." The process of 
taking photographs involves the localized and specifically situated social 
relationships that are rooted in the more stable and patterned social relationships. 
It involves channeling cultural norms, values, and conventions form participants 
life world to their photographic world. Precisely because of this social process, 





The present study began with a series of common-sensical questions about 
photo-taking: How do people take photographs? Why do they think that some 
settings and scenes are appropriate for them to click a camera's shutter while some 
are inappropriate? Who is/are the decision-maker(s) in transforming one's 
everyday life experiences into the photographic world? What are the 
considerations? 
A photograph, Sontag (1977) says, is not just the result of an encounter 
between an event and a photographer; picture-taking is an event in itself... (p.ll). 
The present study is an exploration of this ordinary event. It shows that photo-
taking is a complex social and communicative process in constructing the camera's 
"frame." 
Three Senses of "Frame" 
"Frame" (Goffman, 1974) is the central organizing concept for the present 
study. Li enhancing the understanding of the construction process, I have 
articulated and discussed the concept with three different levels of meaning in the 
previous theoretical chapters and provided illustrations to support the developed 
theoretical notions in Chapters 5-7, the data chapters. 
1) Frame of a Photograph 
The first level of "frame" refers to the "hard-cut" rectangular boundaries of 
the camera's "frame" through the viewfmder or the "frame" of a photograph 
through the objectification process. Because of the physical boundaries, in the 
photographic world, anything can be separated and can be made discontinuous, 
from anything else. Thus, such "frame" can help us to segment or "bracket" any 
particular time and space from our time-space continuum in the photographic 
world for permanent collection. We include what we want into the rectangular 
boundaries and exclude what we do not. Framing in this sense is an act ofand the 
camera's frame is an instrument for inclusion and exclusion, t i the photographic 
settings, usually, all the participants are conscious about the presence of such 
physical boundaries ofthe "frame" that will then affect the photo-taking process. 
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In Chapter 5, I tried to provide evidence on participants' possession of such 
"frame" in their mind at the photographic settings and how such consciousness 
affected the construction process of the camera's "frame." The participants were 
able to apply such "frame" in experiencing the world and divide and quantify their 
experiences into concrete "frames" of photographs. They also define and present 
the relative significance of different events by the varying number of rolls of films 
that they plan and consume. 
Such "frame" also is used as a tool to segment or slice the flow of life, to 
participants to exclude certain undesirable components such as "extraneous" actors 
or "improper" artifacts. The participants in a photo-taking session consciously 
manipulate the setting and through their deliberation decide on such inclusion and 
exclusion matters. The presence of the "hard" boundaries of camera's "frame" 
allows the possibility and even calls for such human manipulation. 
From this, we move to the second level of meaning of "frame" in the present 
study. How do the actors involved in a photographic setting decide the inclusions 
and exclusions in designing and constructing camera's “frame?” What are these 
considerations when making such decisions? Clearly, conscious and serious 
deliberations among the actors involved reveal that there is something guiding their 
decisions and actions. 
2) Photographs as Frames of One's Life Experiences 
No one would disagree that photographs document key moments in one's life 
and they are to-be-connected moments of the person's life story. However, 
instead of merely documenting what is "out-there," or what one is experiencing, 
when deciding to use a camera, people have already assigned "frames" of, that is, 
inscribed meanings to, one's life story. They are frameworks through which how 
one sees him or herself and which he or she wishes to be seen by others. 
Sometimes, they may represent how he or she is seen by others. 
Each of such "frames" is a perspective through which one views a particular 
aspect of his or her life and evaluates his or her own relationship with others and 
with his or her social environment. Such a “frame，，is determined by and 
articulates the social ideas of the social relationships in everyday life. It is also in 
this sense the concept of"frame" is used in the present study. 
Thus, every time when taking photographs or constructing the "frame" of a 
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photograph, indeed, one is constructing or reconstructing the social relationships at 
that particular time-space coordinate of one's life into a "proper" mode for camera 
to tell that particular segment of one's life story in a particular way. In Chapter 6， 
I introduced two kinds of social relationships - relationships with the environment 
and relationships with other actors, which the participants tried to establish in the 
“frames” of photographs to tell their life stories and experiences. 
Different configurations of the representation of such relationships can be 
achieved by actors' posture such as sitting and standing to signify respect; by using 
central and periphery regions to differentiate "protagonists" and "non-
protagonists;" by varying degrees of bodily contact (whether their hands were 
holding together) to show emotional and social proximity, and by using different 
background settings to signify the significance of the moment recorded and/or 
one's fantasy. Such patterned behavior across different actors revealed in 
different photographic settings indicates certain cultural norms and conventions 
that are guiding such people to signify various social relationships in the 
photographic world. 
3) Framework in which the Social Activities of Constructing the Camera's 
"Frame" to Structure One's Life Experiences Take Place 
The photographic world cannot be considered a mindless copy or reflection of 
the “real” or the everyday life world. I have articulated this notion in various 
parts of the study. During the photo-taking process, some acts, which possess or 
signify certain meanings in our everyday life, have been transformed into 
something patterned according to certain photo-taking frames, and conventions. 
For example, in the photographic world, we often "fail" to maintain the 
"proper" social distance we usually have with other actors in everyday life. Most 
of us will agree that it is natural to stand or sit close to one another when taking 
photos but not in other daily interactions. It means that when establishing 
relationships with other social actors in camera's "frame," the everyday life 
criterion of social proximity is temporarily suspended, or at least the metric ofthis 
criterion is significantly reduced. 
In suchh cases, ordinary actions are transformed to key the framework of 
photo-taking. "Keying" is also a process for the participating actors to act out the 
patterned and recognized social relationships during the interactions with other 
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actors at a particular social setting. As I mentioned before, when a camera is 
present, people act and interact in certain ways. In addition to developing a 
consensual "frame" of a photographic setting and the kind of photographs desired, 
people also articulate and express their social relationships, cultural norms, and 
values through their actions. They also act in accordance with their definition of 
situations and the applications of certain social hierarchies. All these influence 
the ways in which the participants act out their "frames" of both their life 
experiences and the photographic recording. Specifically in this study, it means 
that people communicate and interact with each other in accordance to the 
framework, as well as the related norms and social conventions of photo-taking in a 
photographic setting in constructing camera's "frame." 
Structures Behind the Photo-taking Process 
By taking "symbolic interactionism" as my perspective, in this study, I 
examined how the actors interact and communicate with each other to develop a 
shared understanding about photographic settings and "frames." Some patterns of 
communication are described in Chapter 7. In addition to the basic notions and 
premises of symbolic interactionism, I have let my evidence to bring out something 
more. 
The basic idea of symbolic interationsim perspective is that human beings act 
on relation to each other, take each other into account, act, perceive, interpret, and 
act again (see Charon, 1989，p.22-25). Different pattems of communication and 
interactions among actors emerge from different settings in photo-taking process, 
revealing that the "actions" and "interactions" are not merely matters which are 
purely spontaneous; they are contingent on how the actors perceive others and 
define the setting at that particular moment. What has been relegated to a less 
significant position among those who take the perspective and idea that there are 
certain developed cultural norms and conventions acting as a guiding force or 
"invisible hand" that assists or structures the communications and interactions 
among individual actors involved in photo-taking process. The present study, 
shows that, in photo-taking process, human interactions indeed constitute the 
microscopic social dynamics of framing construction; at the same time, such 
interactions are patterned and structured. Theoretically, the study suggests that 
rather than completely immersing in the microscopic views in understanding or 
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making sense of the social interactions, we need to bring "structure" back to 
achieve a more comprehensive theoretical understanding of social dynamics. 
The social interactions in photo-taking process are not without structure that 
exists prior to actors' engagement and external to the actors. Rather, actors follow 
certain fixed script, materialize certain shared principles and premises, and 
disseminate the knowledge of them in their interactions. By categorizing the 
diversity of photographic settings into four groups (at least empirically observed 
three of them), I have shown that negotiations and communication take place in 
various settings in the process of constructing camera's ‘‘frame，，and there were 
some patterns evolved. That was, in the photographic setting with the 
involvement of different social actors (with or without the participation of a 
professional photographer or "protagonist(s)"), different communicative patterns 
were found in the construction process of the camera's "frame." The construction 
process involves participants' actions, perceptions, interpretations, and reactions. 
All of these seem to be consistent with what the symbolic interactionism suggests. 
At the same time，the evidence also clearly shows that there are patterns in 
participants' communications and interactions; there are scripts for them to follow; 
there are designated roles; and there are specific ways of communication among 
actors. It further shows that besides the sets of conventions found in guiding the 
participants to establish different kinds of social relationships and transform “real 
life，，activity into mediated forms, into "frames" of photographs, there were also 
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other sets of patterned conventions in guiding how the participants communicate 
and interact with each other at a particular photographic setting, 
All these represent what we call "structure." Generally speaking, there are 
three types of structure in guiding the photo-taking and the "frame" construction 
process: 1) the aesthetic structure that usually restrains and is revealed in one's 
creativity in designing a photographic “frame” (e.g. spatial configuration, posturing, 
the foreground and background, lighting, etc.)； 2) the widely-shared value structure 
that guides the participants to establish various kinds of social relationships 
between actors and with the environment to narrate a particular segment of one's 
life story in the photographic world (e.g. who take the photographs together, what 
to wear, where to take the pictures, what to include in or exclude from the camera's 
"frame," subjects' position-arrangement such as central or peripheral region, etc.)； 
and 3) the local and power structure that affects how the participants communicate 
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and interact with each other at a particular photographic setting (e.g. relationships 
of photographer-and-"protagonists," parents-and-children, wedding couple-and-
guests, etc.). When we say that photographs are socially constructed, we do mean 
that social actors engage in their free-will guided actions and interactions but do so 
only in a tangle of variably structured settings. 
A Postscript: 
Which Photograph People Choose to Display in the Photo-Frame? 
After conducting my fieldwork at Mr. and Mrs. Yeung's wedding ceremony 
and bouquet, three days later, I scheduled another interview with them at their 
home. While they were showing me the photographs taken on their special day 
which they had already organized half of them by sticking them nicely into two big 
and elegant photo-albums, I was trying to talk something with them or ask them 
some questions casually in order to fine-tune my interview. My questions 
included: Did you feel very tired that day? What do you think about the 
photographs? Which photograph do you like most? 
After searching for a while in the photo-albums, Mr. Yeung picked up a 
photograph for me and said, "It 's my favorite.” The photograph was taken at a 
comer of Mr. Yeung's old home, that was, before getting married, he lived there 
with his Mum and his youngest sister and now, he and Mrs. Yeung moved to the 
new home, which I was visiting. In the "frame" of this photograph, I saw three 
persons: Mr. and Mrs. Yeung with Mr. Yeung's mother standing between them. 
Then obviously I made a follow-up question about why he liked it most. Mr. 
Yeung said, "Maybe because it's more unique. Unlike many other photographs, 
which most of the background was a piece of red ^ie was talking about the 
photographs taken at the wedding bouquet), this photograph was taken at a corner 
of my old home where I have lived for many years. Besides, the other reason is 
that it included my mother, Jenny (Mrs. Yeung) and I. All of us look great in this 
photograph.” 
Then, I found there was a photo-frame putting on a cupboard with an enlarged 
photograph (4R) inside. The photograph was not Mr. Yeung's favorite one, 
instead, for me，I did think that it was somehow, a "standard" wedding photograph 
showing to others, like the kind shown in very large in size in the display window 
of a wedding services shop. The photograph only included Mr. and Mrs. Yeung 
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with a westem-style wedding gown and was taken at the Cultural Canter with 
softening effect by using a filter to add some romantic feel. 
'We have also put the same one (the one inside the photo-frame) in our 
purses. It's a 2R format:, Mrs. Yeung added. But they both thought that this 
selected and displayed photograph was not really a good one because to certain 
extent, they found that they looked very unnatural in this particular "frame." 
Further, they told me that Mr. Yeung's mother had also picked up a particular photo, 
enlarged it to 8R size and displayed in the sitting room. "Our photograph is 
hanging besides my two elder brothers ’• All of the three photographs were taken 
at the wedding bouquet in the restaurant with all our intimate relatives such as my 
brothers 'family, my aunts and uncles, my Mum and Grandma with a piece of red 
as the background. They look very similar'' Mr. Yeung said. I was amazed 
about such observation. 
The photograph, which the subjects liked most, was not the one they selected 
to enlarge and display. It seemed that there are also some "standard" photographs 
for display. Although it was something outside my scope of study, since I did 
think that it was an interesting phenomenon, and so, in other interviews, I also 
asked similar questions about their favorite photographs and the ways of displaying 
them. Then, I found that indeed, such practice about displaying "standard" 
photographs was not something only confined in Mr. Yeung's case. 
For example, a graduate told me that his mother selected a photograph in 
which he was standing with his parents in front of the stone plate showing the name 
of the university and put it into a photo-frame. “She puts this photo-frame on the 
television in the sitting room and also puts the same picture with smaller size in her 
purse. I was fully dressed in this photograph, which meant besides my graduation 
gown, I had also put on my graduation hat. For me, honestly speaking, I don 't 
like this photograph so much since I think that I looked very stupid with the hat and 
my hair was not in a good shape. But my Mum likes it a lot and thinks that it is 
the way what a university graduate should look like,'' the graduate said. 
Even though such observation was not directly related to my present study, to 
certain extent, it echoes or helps to strengthen my present arguments about actors， 
conscious construction of the frames of photographs according to some established 
conventions. The ways of displaying the photographs such as putting it in one's 
purse, enlarging it and putting it into a photo-frame or hanging on the wall are also 
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some means of communication. They are the natural extensions of the 
construction of photographic world. 
By choosing a particular photograph from the pool of photographs that are 
saved in the photo-albums and are looked at only occasionally, one is telling us 
something about the "selected" photograph. Here, this "something" may not be 
one's aesthetic criterion. Very often, it may be the conceptual frames that one 
uses to interpret a particular moment of one's life. This "frame" may not be 
"individualistic" in the sense of being constructed and made meaningful by its 
bearer. Rather, it is "social" in that it is shared, it incorporates the most 
recognizable signifiers of that "moment" of one's life prescribed in the "prototype" 
of a moment like that. For both photo-taking and displaying practices, it seems 
that people agree on a clear conception that there are certain "standard" 
photographs should be taken and be displayed. As I result, during the "frame" 
construction or the photo-taking process, we always take similar photographs with 
similar backgrounds and settings and also similar compositions to document each 
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